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The Afghanistan-Pakistan border, and the Torkham crossing in particular, is one of the
most economically important and politically unstable trade corridors in South Asia.
This analysis argues that the chronic disruption of bilateral trade is not an
administrative failure or a run of bad luck with security. It is the product of a deeper
structural problem: trade governance has been subordinated to security logic. When a
border is treated as an instrument of coercion rather than as civilian economic
infrastructure, food, medicine and livelihoods become collateral damage.

Drawing on recent trade data, institutional analysis and political economy, the article
shows how securitized border governance produces asymmetric harm, fuels illicit
trade, destabilizes markets and entrenches poverty. It closes with a rules-based
alternative built on depoliticization, humanitarian commerce and institutional
guarantees.
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PART |

The core structural problem: trade governed by
security, not economics

I n functioning regional economies, borders are governed by economic logic. This does not
mean security concerns are absent. It means security is managed in ways that preserve
commercial continuity. Customs procedures are rules-based, and disruptions are proportional:

the scale and duration of a response match the scale and nature of the event that triggered it.

In practice, proportionality means that a single shipment that violates customs rules is detained
or inspected, not the entire crossing. A localized security concern leads to increased screening or
a temporary restriction in the affected zone, not a halt to all commercial flows. Proportionality
protects markets from unnecessary shocks and ensures that enforcement does not exceed what
the specific problem requires.

Border closures, where they occur, are exceptional, time-bound and justified by narrow technical
criteria such as health emergencies or customs violations. During the 2014 Ebola outbreak in
West Africa, several states temporarily restricted cross-border movement to contain
transmission. In 2020, many countries imposed short-term closures or screening requirements at
land borders in response to COVID-19. In each case the closure had a stated purpose, a defined
trigger and an end point.

The Afghanistan-Pakistan border operates on the opposite principle. At Torkham and Spin
Boldak, security logic overrides economic governance. Whether the border is open depends not
on trade volumes, humanitarian need or market stability, but on diplomatic signaling, military
incidents and shifting threat perceptions. Decisions to close or reopen are frequently taken by
security commanders rather than civilian trade authorities, without transparent criteria, advance

notice or any mechanism for appeal.

This pattern intensified sharply in 2025 and 2026, when the border effectively stopped
functioning as a commercial artery and became a primary instrument of strategic deterrence. In
October 2025, Torkham was shut to both travelers and cargo after several days of armed clashes
between Afghan and Pakistani forces. Pakistani officials said the crossing would stay closed until
the Taliban acted against the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), which Islamabad accuses of
operating from Afghan soil. The Taliban deny sheltering the group. The closure stretched on for
months, passing 100 days in early 2026 and becoming the longest in recent decades.

Decisions of this kind are taken by local commanders or by the military leadership in
Rawalpindi, bypassing civilian trade ministries and the Pakistan-Afghanistan Joint Chamber of
Commerce and Industry. The result is a system in which the border works as a political volume
knob, tightened or loosened to signal displeasure, extract concessions or respond to military

incidents.

In practical terms, Afghan-Pakistani trade is governed by discretion rather than by rules. Goods
cleared today may not clear tomorrow. Procedures, timelines and justifications are opaque. And
localized or unrelated security events trigger blanket shutdowns of a corridor that handles

millions of dollars in trade every day.
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The economic cost is severe. The Nangarhar Chamber of Commerce estimated in November 2025
that Afghan traders were losing about 2.5 million dollars a day while Torkham stayed shut. By
December, Pakistan’s Sarhad Chamber of Commerce and Industry reported nearly 11,000 Afghan
transit containers stranded at Karachi port, with thousands more trucks waiting at the land
crossings. Yet these losses rarely influence decisions to reopen, which remain tied to security
demands rather than economic considerations.

Afghan traders have responded by treating the Pakistan route as a high-risk option. Many have
shifted toward Iranian ports such as Chabahar and toward Central Asian corridors. According to
the Taliban’s Ministry of Industry and Commerce, Afghanistan’s imports from Central Asia rose
by more than 40 percent in 2025, and trade with Iran in the first half of that year exceeded trade
with Pakistan.

None of this is accidental. It is structural. The border is embedded in Pakistan’s national security
architecture, where leverage, signaling and control have historically taken precedence over
economic integration. Trade is tolerated when it aligns with security objectives and suspended
when it does not. The border becomes a signaling device rather than a commercial institution,
and its operation reflects political mood rather than economic necessity.

Official discourse reinforces this. Pakistani military and government spokesmen have repeatedly
said that security outweighs trade. Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif defended the closure in early
2026 by saying the Taliban “couldn’t commit to stopping militant groups” operating from
Afghanistan. Afghan and Pakistani business leaders, for their part, have criticized the arbitrary
nature of closures and the exclusion of economic actors from decision-making. Independent
research organizations have documented how trade restrictions are used as a deliberate tool of

statecraft, often bypassing civilian ministries.

The cumulative effect is a self-reinforcing equilibrium. Insecurity justifies closure. Closure
deepens poverty. Poverty undermines stability, reproducing the very conditions that sustain the
security-first paradigm.

PART II

Why Afghanistan-Pakistan trade is securitized

akistan’s border governance is dominated by military and paramilitary institutions whose
P core mandate is threat containment, not economic facilitation. At Torkham, these actors
hold decisive authority over border operations, while civilian customs and commerce agencies
play a subordinate and largely advisory role. This hierarchy reflects a long-standing pattern in
which borders are treated as frontlines rather than gateways, weapons rather than infrastructure,
and instruments of coercive statecraft rather than systems designed to move goods, stabilize
markets and support civilian welfare.

Because the institutions that control the border are judged almost entirely on security outcomes
such as incident containment, territorial control and deterrence, economic disruption carries
little institutional cost. Trade continuity, price stability and civilian welfare do not appear in their
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performance metrics. Closure therefore becomes a routine, low-friction response to any
perceived threat, regardless of its relevance to commerce or its effect on civilian markets.

The trade data show the cumulative result. In 2024, Afghanistan-Pakistan trade totaled about 2.46
billion dollars. In 2025, after repeated and prolonged closures, it fell to about 1.77 billion dollars,
a contraction of nearly 40 percent, according to figures released by the Taliban’s Ministry of
Industry and Commerce in January 2026.

TRADE IN NUMBERS

$2.46bn $1.77bn -40%

Afghanistan-Pakistan trade, 2024 Afghanistan-Pakistan trade, 2025 Year-on-year contraction

$505m $1.26bn ~11,000

Afghan exports to Pakistan, 2025 Afghan imports from Pakistan, Afghan transit containers held at
2025 Karachi port, December 2025

Sources: Taliban Ministry of Industry and Commerce, January 2026; Sarhad Chamber of Commerce and Industry,
December 2025.

The costs of this collapse are not shared equally. Pakistan exports far more to Afghanistan than it
imports, roughly 1.26 billion dollars against 505 million dollars in 2025 according to the same
ministry figures, yet its losses from disruption are diffused across a large and diversified economy
and partly offset by other markets, logistical flexibility and fiscal buffers. For Afghanistan, the
consequences are neither diffused nor delayed. Shortages of essential goods appear within days.
Food and fuel prices rise sharply. Markets seize up in an import-dependent economy with almost
no capacity to absorb shocks, and the damage falls hardest on households already living at or
below subsistence.

Those who control the border do not bear the cost of closing it, and those
who bear the cost have no influence over the border.

This insulates Pakistani security institutions from the consequences of their own decisions.
Those who control the border do not bear the cost of closing it, and those who bear the cost have
no influence over the border. Discretionary closures persist not because they are economically
rational, but because they are institutionally costless for the actors who impose them.

Underneath the trade structure lies a conceptual failure in Pakistan’s policy discourse.
Afghanistan has not been approached as an economic partner in a shared regional market. It has
been framed as a security problem: a source of instability, a transit risk, a smuggling corridor, a
liability to be contained, rather than a neighboring economy whose stability might be mutually
reinforcing. Afghan markets are treated not as counterparts in reciprocal exchange but as
downstream sites of Pakistani leverage. Trade flows become conditional, revocable and
instrumental. Economic interdependence, which stabilizes other regions, is here treated as a
vulnerability to be managed.
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Because this lens is foundational, the harms it produces are invisible within Pakistan’s domestic
politics. Afghan civilian welfare does not register as a policy variable. The social costs are pushed
across the border, beyond Pakistan’s electoral accountability, fiscal exposure and media scrutiny.
Closures therefore recur with minimal domestic consequence, even as they inflict predictable

and severe damage in Afghanistan.

Trade asymmetry, in other words, is not merely intensified by policy framing. It is produced by it.
Aslong as Afghanistan is defined as a problem to be controlled rather than a partner to be
integrated, trade will function less as a mechanism of shared prosperity and more as an

instrument of coercive power.

PART Il1I

The destruction of market expectations

arkets run on expectations as much as on transactions. Their stability rests on three
M conditions: predictability, credibility and continuity. Predictability lets traders plan
procurement, transport and pricing over time. Credibility means the rules will be applied
consistently rather than arbitrarily. Continuity keeps supply chains moving through established
routes without repeated interruption. Security-driven closures undermine all three at once, and

the resulting instability outlasts the closure itself.

Through repeated cycles of closure, reopening, negotiation and ad hoc accommodation, a
striking pattern emerges. Traders, as a class, do not absorb lasting losses. They adapt in ways that
protect their margins and reallocate risk. The burden is displaced almost entirely onto
households, which face higher prices, thinner supply and shrinking purchasing power with no
way to hedge or pass costs on. Volatility becomes a mechanism for shifting welfare downward.

When traders expect sudden, indefinite closures weakly connected to any commercial risk, their
behavior changes. They respond not to official statements but to perceived volatility: uncertainty
about whether goods will cross, how long disruptions will last and whether agreed procedures
will be honored. They cannot plan inventory cycles, delivery schedules or contracts with

confidence.

Hoarding and risk premiums

The first response is hoarding. Traders withhold goods to protect against anticipated scarcity.
This is a speculative move, not a loss. Importers of wheat flour, cooking oil or fuel delay releasing
stock when rumors of closure circulate, knowing that scarcity will raise prices. What consumers
experience as shortage is often inventory being deliberately held back. Households pay more,
consume less or substitute inferior goods. The gain goes to traders. The loss falls on consumers.

Traders also build risk premiums into prices. A risk premium is a markup added not to cover
costs already incurred but to insure against anticipated disruption: delays, spoilage, detention,
informal payments, forced rerouting. Prices rise in anticipation of uncertainty rather than in
response to actual scarcity.
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Fuel markets show this clearly. Prices often spike as soon as rumors of a Torkham closure spread,
before any supply is interrupted. Perishable goods command higher wholesale prices because
traders anticipate spoilage during detention. These premiums pass straight to consumers. And
when the feared disruption fails to materialize, prices rarely fall back proportionately. The
premium stays embedded as profit. Uncertainty becomes a channel of value transfer from
consumers to traders, accelerating inflation even when supply is otherwise stable.

The retreat into informal trade

As volatility deepens, traders withdraw from formal channels. They do not leave commerce. They
leave regulated crossings, documented transactions and customs procedures that no longer offer
reliability. When compliance demands licenses, paperwork and tariffs but guarantees neither

access nor continuity, formal participation becomes economically irrational.

In this environment, informal trade is a rational adaptation, not an anomaly. It refers to the
movement of goods outside official crossings or without full customs compliance. Along the
Torkham corridor it follows long-standing paths branching off the Khyber Pass and adjacent
mountain tracks, worked by local porters, small transporters and brokers. At Spin Boldak and
Chaman, informal routes run through the Registan desert and peripheral passages historically
used for livestock, fuel and consumer goods. Those who carry the goods are typically local
residents and low-level couriers who absorb the physical and legal risk, while the coordinators

above them remain insulated.

These routes persist not because the two states are unaware of them, but because selective
enforcement is built into border governance and generates rents on both sides. On the Afghan
side, informal movement is often tacitly tolerated as a coping mechanism when formal channels
close. On the Pakistani side, enforcement is uneven and depends on internal command
structures, security priorities and the discretion of military and paramilitary agencies. That
discretion enables the collection of informal fees and the management of tolerated leakage.

Because informal trade eases scarcity without restoring formal market stability, it relieves
pressure for reform while preserving the discretionary power that generates rents. Border
dysfunction becomes self-sustaining. Those who control access profit from uncertainty. Informal
fees are embedded in retail prices. Quality deteriorates as goods bypass inspection. Low-level

carriers face coercion, injury or arrest. Risk becomes a normal feature of daily economic life.

Volatility memory

Crucially, none of this reverses when the border reopens. Expectations do not reset with an
official announcement. They are shaped by accumulated experience. Traders remember
stranded goods, unpaid contracts and previous closures. Volumes stay constrained and prices
stay elevated long after reopening. Volatility becomes structural rather than episodic.

This is volatility memory. Past disruptions recalibrate risk assessments. Traders shorten their
planning horizons, favoring immediate turnover over long-term commitments. They shift from

forward contracts to spot transactions, buying only once goods have cleared and paying
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prevailing prices rather than locking in negotiated rates in advance. Spot transactions are
inherently more expensive: they forfeit volume discounts, raise per-unit transport costs and

embed uncertainty premiums. Traders avoid exposure. Consumers pay the difference.

Liquidity is prized over expansion. Capital sits in cash rather than going into storage, logistics or
the scale efficiencies that require predictable throughput. Credit tightens as lenders price in
uncertainty. Market depth erodes as fewer firms are willing to operate transparently or commit
capital over time. Small, risk-tolerant operators come to dominate, while compliance-oriented
firms exit.

In this context, illicit trade is not a moral failure. It is a systemic response to institutional
unreliability. When formal systems cannot guarantee access, markets find continuity by other
means. Both states selectively benefit: Afghan shortages are eased without reform, and Pakistani
enforcement hierarchies collect rents. The fiscal, social and nutritional costs are borne by

Afghan civilians.

Markets adapt, but they adapt away from the state. Traders capture the
upside. Consumers absorb the shock.

The destruction of market expectations thus turns trade from a stabilizing force into a vector of
chronic instability. Markets adapt, but they adapt away from the state. Poverty becomes the most
reliable output of securitized border governance.

PART IV

Why this matters for poverty in Afghanistan

he erosion of market expectations is not just a commercial distortion. It is a poverty
T transmission mechanism. By making uncertainty a permanent feature of exchange, border
volatility pushes risk, cost and instability down through the economy. What begins as a
disruption in trade governance reappears as lost purchasing power, compressed consumption

and heightened vulnerability inside households.

Afghanistan is structurally import-dependent, the legacy of decades of conflict, limited
industrialization, landlocked geography and destroyed infrastructure. The country relies heavily
on imports for staples such as wheat flour, rice, sugar and cooking oil, for fuel, and for nearly all

pharmaceuticals and medical equipment. Pakistan has long been one of its principal suppliers.

When the border closes under security logic, the transmission is immediate. Imports stop,
wholesale markets tighten and prices spike within days. Afghan households hold minimal
savings and have virtually no access to consumer credit, so they cannot smooth consumption
through a shock. A security decision at the border becomes hunger, malnutrition and distress
sales of assets inside Afghan homes. Repeated shocks destroy coping capacity and lock poverty
into place. In a country where millions already face chronic food insecurity, the border is not a
line on a map. It is a lifeline.
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The damage travels through six channels.

First, inflation driven by hoarding and risk premiums acts as a regressive tax on consumption.
Households cannot hedge, delay purchases or pass costs on, so rising prices erode real income
directly. Food, fuel and medicine absorb a growing share of spending, forcing trade-offs that cut
nutrition, limit access to health care and squeeze education. This inflation is driven by volatility
rather than demand, which makes it persistent and resistant to normal correction. Afghanistan
has no strategic food reserves or public storage system. The state does not buy, store and release
staples in a crisis. Households face price spikes with no public buffer.

Second, the shift to spot transactions and short planning horizons raises per-unit costs across
supply chains. Spot buying forfeits scale efficiencies, volume discounts and stable logistics, and
those higher transaction costs are passed into retail prices rather than absorbed by traders. The
burden falls hardest on low-income households that buy in small, frequent quantities and cannot
benefit from bulk purchasing or storage. With no consumer credit, installment systems or
household microfinance, families cannot spread costs over time. Consumption depends entirely

on daily cash flow, so even brief disruptions become immediately catastrophic.

Third, the retreat from formal trade weakens labor security while pushing security risks into less
governable spaces. Informal routes do not carry only food and fuel. They become conduits for
weapons, narcotics, human trafficking, counterfeit medicine and militant logistics precisely
because formal channels are shut or unreliable. Securitized closures are meant to block such
flows; in practice they divert them into corridors where oversight is weaker and accountability is
absent. Meanwhile, informal transport, porterage and brokerage rely on casual labor that
absorbs physical danger, legal exposure and income volatility. Earnings become irregular and

unprotected, reinforcing cycles of underemployment and precarity.

Fourth, the collapse of market depth and credit access blocks upward mobility. As lenders
withdraw and investment stalls, small producers and traders lose the finance they need to
expand, formalize or improve productivity. Economic actors are locked into low-return, high-risk
activity, reproducing poverty over time rather than enabling accumulation. There is no fallback.
Afghanistan has no unemployment insurance, income support, food assistance, disability
protection or pension system capable of absorbing shocks. Households rely on family networks,
charity or debt. Poverty is managed socially, not institutionally.

Fifth, the absence of a coherent social protection philosophy deepens the vulnerability. Social
security is widely treated as charity rather than as a core function of the state. Assistance is
episodic, donor-driven and discretionary, not rights-based, predictable and integrated into
economic governance. This prevents the construction of durable safety nets and entrenches a
culture of survival rather than resilience. Poverty is individualized and moralized instead of

recognized as a structural outcome of governance failure.

Finally, falling state revenue and regulatory capacity compound everything else. As tariffs are
displaced by informal payments and quality controls erode, households face higher prices for
worse goods. Substandard food, unsafe medicine and adulterated fuel raise everyday risk, while
shrinking public revenue weakens the state’s ability to stabilize markets or provide protection.
Public institutions lose both resources and legitimacy, locked into a cycle in which they can
neither regulate, protect nor redistribute.
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Taken together, Afghanistan lacks nearly every poverty-mitigating mechanism that stabilizes
vulnerable societies: strategic food reserves, consumer credit, unemployment protection,
income support, effective regulation and predictable social security. Border volatility does not
merely coincide with poverty. It sets off a chain reaction across food systems, labor markets,
security structures and public finance. Uncertainty at the border becomes deprivation in daily
life, embedding poverty not as a temporary consequence of disruption but as a structural

condition of Afghanistan’s political economy.

PART V

Solutions

he instability of Afghanistan-Pakistan trade is not a logistics problem or a passing bilateral
T quarrel. It is a structural problem rooted in discretionary border management, securitized
governance and the absence of enforceable, predictable rules. For decades, attempts to manage
the border through ad hoc agreements, temporary closures and informal arrangements have
proved piecemeal and short-lived. They lacked legal force, clarity about permissible action and
any mechanism to resolve disputes without stopping trade. Each closure reset the market,
amplified volatility and transferred the costs of uncertainty onto the most vulnerable Afghan
households.

Sustainable reform requires a shift from discretion to rules: predictable procedures that let
traders plan, accountability that keeps interventions proportionate and reviewable, legally
binding protection for essential goods, and independent arbitration in place of unilateral action.
The ten measures below work as a system. The first five discipline the border itself. The
remaining five build the domestic resilience that would let Afghanistan withstand a disruption
even when the border fails.

1

From ad hoc closure to rules-based trade governance

The foundation is a legally binding bilateral agreement or protocol governing border operations,
closures and dispute resolution.

The agreement should codify the permissible grounds and procedures for temporary closure; the
minimum advance notice for any disruption; carve-outs for essential goods such as food, fuel,
medicine and agricultural inputs; protocols for documentation, inspection and transport
scheduling; and standards for transparency, reporting and accountability of enforcement
agencies.

Afghanistan’s current political context raises the question of how such a treaty would be ratified
without a functioning parliament. One option is a specially convened delegation of experienced
traders, legal and economic experts, diplomatic representatives and technical officials from
customs and trade authorities.
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Afghanistan’s traditional instrument for decisions of national importance, the Loya Jirga, is not
suited to the task. Between 2001 and 2021, Loya Jirgas were convened to ratify interim political
arrangements and constitutional frameworks, often without clear procedural rules, sectoral
mandates or evidentiary standards. Many functioned as rubber stamps, lending political
validation to executive decisions rather than deliberating independently. They were never
designed for trade governance or economic policy, and they lacked the technical competence,

legal authority and enforcement capacity to regulate commerce or oversee complex agreements.

A government-led approach anchored in an enforceable treaty, rather than a traditional
consultative assembly or an administrative fix, ensures that commitments carry national
legitimacy, survive changes of leadership and can be enforced. For Pakistan, reciprocal
government-level ratification gives border management the weight of formal state obligation
rather than the discretion of individual military or civilian administrators.

Afghanistan should seek technical and diplomatic support from multilateral institutions to make
the treaty robust and credible. The World Trade Organization offers legal precedent, dispute
settlement frameworks and expertise in rules-based trade governance, and can help align closure
protocols, tariffs and arbitration procedures with international trade law. The United Nations
Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP) can provide regional
oversight, compliance monitoring and technical support on transport, logistics and regulatory
coordination. The Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) can lend legitimacy in a politically
sensitive setting, mediate between the parties and help hold both to agreed norms when tensions

rise.

2

Arbitration mechanisms

The treaty should embed formal arbitration to resolve disputes over border management, trade
interruptions or unilateral closures without halting commerce. A neutral panel would examine
evidence, assess whether an action complied with the treaty and determine remedies. It could
order corrective measures, impose fines or authorize compensation for losses caused by
unjustified closures.

Arbitration moves disagreement out of the realm of political leverage and military discretion and
into the realm of agreed rules. Beyond enforcing compliance, it creates the predictable
conditions that allow traders, transporters and households to plan, reducing the transmission of
risk and loss to the most vulnerable.

3

Humanitarian trade corridors

Food and medicine have repeatedly been treated as instruments of leverage on this border.
Closures, selective enforcement and ad hoc controls create artificial scarcity, inflate prices and
fall hardest on households with the least purchasing power. Correcting this requires

humanitarian trade corridors that operate independently of political disputes.
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Such corridors should run through the main crossings, Torkham and Spin Boldak above all, and
protect the movement of essentials including wheat flour, rice, cooking oil and critical medicines.
Military and security forces would keep responsibility for perimeter security but would be
excluded from decisions about the flow of trade. Separating the two roles depoliticizes commerce

and prevents the weaponization of food and medical supplies.

Operations should be overseen by neutral third parties with credibility in humanitarian logistics
and monitoring, such as the World Food Programme, the International Committee of the Red
Cross and the OIC. They would monitor compliance with operating protocols and report
violations to the arbitration panel. Clear procedures should define eligible goods, shipment
frequency and monitoring responsibilities, with emergency protocols for rapid rerouting in a

crisis.

The poverty logic is direct. Protecting the supply of food and medicine reduces scarcity-driven
inflation and preserves household purchasing power. It signals to traders that essentials will keep
moving regardless of political tension, which dampens speculative price spikes. And it
demonstrates that predictable, rules-based trade can function even amid a wider security
dispute, setting a precedent for everything else.

4

Emergency market support, not price controls

Price volatility in Afghanistan is driven not only by supply constraints but by uncertainty,
hoarding and traders’ perception of risk. The response should stabilize markets directly rather

than impose artificial controls.

Temporary import facilitation is a practical tool. Waiving or reducing border fees and informal
charges lowers the cost of goods entering local markets, encourages traders to release stock and
discourages the withholding of inventory as a hedge against closure. Fast-tracking inspections for
food cargo keeps regulatory compliance from becoming a bottleneck and prevents the needless
spoilage of perishables.

Humanitarian agencies can complement this by injecting food directly into local markets through
local procurement and subsidized sales, filling supply gaps quickly while stimulating market
activity. Both measures reduce the incentive to hoard and signal that essentials will remain
available even in uncertain periods.

What this approach deliberately avoids is price caps. Capping prices without increasing supply
tends to backfire: it breeds black markets, removes the incentive to trade legally and worsens
shortages. Supporting the market rather than overriding it preserves both market function and

household purchasing power.
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5

Escalation thresholds and cooling-off periods

Abrupt, total closures have been the main driver of panic buying and price spikes. The remedy is
a graduated response system, codified in the bilateral treaty, that makes closure the last step
rather than the first.

Step one is enhanced inspection. When a security concern or regulatory discrepancy arises,
authorities increase screening rather than shutting trade lanes. Step two is limited restriction. If
the problem persists, targeted restrictions apply to non-essential goods only, while staples, fuel
and medicine keep moving. Step three is full closure, used only as a last resort, strictly time-
limited, with a documented justification and a defined maximum duration, and subject to review
by the independent arbitration panel. Cooling-off periods between steps allow traders and
consumers to adjust gradually rather than panic.

The treaty should define each step, name the authority responsible for initiating it and provide
for independent review. Neutral monitors from UN agencies or regional bodies can assess
whether an escalation was necessary and authorize remedies. Border staff need training to apply
the protocols consistently, and every escalation must be communicated clearly to traders and
markets so that rumor does not do more damage than the measure itself.

Graduated thresholds give traders enough certainty to hold normal inventories instead of
hoarding, reduce the likelihood of panic inflation, protect household consumption and reinforce
confidence in formal channels.

6

Cash transfers to the poorest

Even in a stabilized market, the poorest households remain acutely exposed to price shocks.
Daily wage earners, female-headed households and displaced families lack the resilience to
absorb sudden increases in the cost of food. For them the effects of volatility are immediate and
severe, forcing distress asset sales, reduced meals or the withdrawal of children from school.

Emergency cash transfers are a targeted shock absorber. Scaled up in urban and peri-urban
areas, they stabilize household demand and let families keep buying essentials without resorting
to harmful coping strategies. Recipients decide what they need, preserving dignity and flexibility
as prices move.

Cash transfers are not charity. They are an investment in economic stability. Money given to low-
income households is spent immediately in local markets, supporting traders, suppliers and
transport networks and generating a multiplier effect at community level. Cash is faster, cheaper
and logistically simpler to deliver than in-kind food aid, especially where supply chains are
fragmented, and it does not crowd out the markets that humanitarian corridors and import
facilitation are meant to keep working. By maintaining purchasing power, it also reduces the risk
of the unrest that food scarcity and price spikes can provoke.
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7

Trade route diversification

Afghanistan’s dependence on Pakistan leaves it hostage to border politics. When a single route
dominates, every closure and every arbitrary enforcement decision transmits directly into
Afghan households.

Diversification is the structural answer. Expanding and, where necessary, subsidizing imports
through alternative corridors, including Iran via Islam Qala and Zaranj and Central Asia via
Hairatan and Aqgina, reduces dependence on any one bilateral route. The shift is already under
way, driven by necessity. Donors and international partners can underwrite the higher transport
costs of these routes while markets adjust.

The poverty logic is that predictable access matters more than the lowest price. Goods moving
through alternative routes may initially cost more, but continuity of supply protects households
from the far greater cost of sudden closure. Over time, diversified routes build both market and
household resilience.

8

Strategic food reserves

Afghanistan has no buffer stock, so even a brief border disruption, a seasonal lean period or a
logistics delay translates immediately into scarcity and inflation.

Rotating strategic grain reserves, focused on wheat and flour, would provide that buffer. They
should be managed by technocratic units of trade, logistics and agricultural experts, with
oversight from international organizations to ensure accountability and impartiality. Stocks
would be released in a controlled way during border disruptions or seasonal scarcity, preventing

panic buying and smoothing prices.

Reserves protect low-income families from distress coping, maintain purchasing power and keep
local trade flows predictable. They also strengthen every other measure here, from humanitarian
corridors to cash transfers, by ensuring there is something to release when the border fails.

9

Market transparency and early warning

Afghan markets react sharply to rumor. Uncertainty drives traders to hoard, inflate prices or

avoid formal channels, and consumers pay for all of it.

A transparency and early warning system would publish weekly price and stock bulletins across
provinces, giving real-time visibility into the availability of essentials. Mobile-based trader
reporting can collect data on shipments, stock levels and price movements. These signals should
be linked to humanitarian response triggers, so that targeted cash transfers or reserve releases
begin before shortages or panic buying escalate.
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Transparency reduces speculation, builds confidence among traders and consumers, and lets
authorities and humanitarian agencies coordinate. For households, timely information stabilizes
expectations and limits abrupt price spikes. For government and market actors, it provides the
evidence base for planning and intervention.

10

Domestic food production

It is a stark paradox that a country where most people earn their living from agriculture
continues to suffer hunger, often at the hands of external market disruptions. This is not for lack
of land, labor or potential. It is the result of structural vulnerability, policy neglect and a
persistent reliance on imported staples that exposes households to border politics beyond their

control.

The goal is not complete self-sufficiency. Full self-sufficiency in wheat would require year-round
irrigation, mechanization and storage capacity that cannot be built quickly without vast
investment, and comparative advantage suggests it is often more efficient to grow high-value,
climate-appropriate crops and trade for the rest. What Afghanistan can and should achieve is
food shock resilience: the ability to withstand disruption without catastrophic price spikes,

shortages and humanitarian crisis.

Afghanistan’s varied climate allows a dual strategy. Regions with the right conditions should
expand high-value crops. Herat is already known for its saffron and Kandahar for its
pomegranates, with Balkh and Nangarhar also producing them. Expanding these crops raises
farm incomes and links Afghan agriculture to regional and global markets where its products are
valued for quality. At the same time, other provinces should be supported to produce enough
wheat, legumes and vegetables to meet domestic needs at reasonable prices, so that export
agriculture never comes at the expense of local availability.

Afghanistan should also trial nutritionally dense alternatives to conventional staples. Cowpea, a
legume widely grown in Africa, is a strong candidate. It is high in protein, rich in micronutrients,
drought-tolerant and able to thrive in heat and poor soils with little rainfall once established. The
hot, arid conditions of eastern and southern provinces such as Nangarhar, Helmand, Kandahar
and Farah resemble the zones where cowpea flourishes. Adaptation trials would be needed, but
the potential is real. A crop like cowpea diversifies diets, reduces dependence on cereals, lowers
crop-failure risk and gives farmers a storable product with a ready market.

These gains accrue directly to the poor. Better dietary diversity reduces malnutrition and the
health problems that come with it, improving labor productivity and school attendance. Locally

grown nutrient-dense food also lowers household spending on imported or processed goods.

Reaching these goals requires rehabilitating irrigation infrastructure, including water storage,
canals and distribution systems; investing in local milling and storage to cut post-harvest losses;
and strengthening smallholders with input subsidies, improved seed, technical assistance and
guaranteed offtake agreements that fix prices and markets before planting. Embedding
agriculture attachés in Afghanistan’s diplomatic missions would promote Afghan products

abroad, secure technical cooperation, attract investment in irrigation and storage, and open
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market channels for saffron, pomegranate and other high-value crops. Modern seed distribution,
water-efficient drip and sprinkler irrigation, agroforestry and cooperative farming models round
out the package.

Integrated with reserves, humanitarian corridors, cash transfers and early warning, stronger
domestic production moves Afghanistan from crisis management toward structural resilience. It
reduces exposure to imported price volatility, creates rural employment and raises the
purchasing power of low-income households.

CONCLUSION

Trade as development, not leverage

fghanistan’s chronic market volatility and structural poverty will not be fixed by ad hoc
A. measures. The solutions outlined here work together as a system. Rules-based trade
governance, arbitration, humanitarian corridors, emergency market support and graduated
escalation discipline the border. Cash transfers, route diversification, strategic reserves, early
warning and domestic production build the resilience to survive its failures. Each plays a distinct

role, and their effect is greatest in combination.

By moving from discretionary border management to predictable, enforceable and depoliticized
procedures, Afghanistan and Pakistan can make trade a stabilizing force rather than a vector of
poverty. By building reserves, safety nets, alternative routes and a more productive countryside,
Afghanistan can ensure that the next closure, whenever it comes, is a disruption rather than a
catastrophe.

Together, these measures show that economic insecurity is not inevitable. With coordinated
governance, technical support and strategic investment, Afghanistan can move beyond short-
term crisis management toward structural transformation: markets that are more predictable,
households that are more secure, and a country less exposed to the economic consequences of
security-driven disruption. The goal is a system in which trade supports development, protects
the poor and allows Afghanistan to assert agency over its own economic future.

DATA SOURCES

Trade figures for 2024 and 2025 are from the Taliban’s Ministry of Industry and Commerce, released in January 2026.
Daily loss estimates are from the Nangarhar Chamber of Commerce (November 2025). Stranded container figures are
from the Sarhad Chamber of Commerce and Industry (December 2025). Statements by Pakistani officials are as
reported in international and regional media in late 2025 and early 2026.
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This is an opinion article. The views and analysis expressed are those of the author, Nasrat Esmaty, and do not
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