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Abstract 

Political instability and weak institutional governance have exacerbated environmental degradation in Kabul City, where the relent-

less treadmill of production continues to strain natural resources. This study examines how weak institutional governance, conflict, 

corruption, and economic pressures contribute to unsustainable environmental practices, intensifying pollution, deforestation, and 

resource depletion. As political instability weakens institutional capacities, regulatory enforcement diminishes, allowing industrial 

and urban expansion to proceed unchecked. The treadmill of production, driven by economic imperatives, further accelerates envi-

ronmental harm, prioritizing short-term economic gains over long-term sustainability through unregulated urban growth, resource 

depletion, and pollution. This cycle of degradation not only threatens ecological balance but also undermines public health and 

quality of life. However, using a qualitative approach that integrates document analysis and expert interviews, this study explores 

potential sustainability pathways, emphasizing the need for robust governance, policy reforms, and community engagement to miti-

gate environmental damage in conflict-affected urban areas. The study contributes novel insights into how politically fragile states 

can reorient urban development towards sustainability, offering practical recommendations for policymakers, NGOs, and local 

communities. 
 

Keywords: 

political instability; weak governance; treadmill of production; environmental sustainability; Kabul; Afghanistan 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 

Kabul, the capital city of Afghanistan since 1776, serves 

as the country’s political, cultural, and economic cen-

ter [1]. According to the Afghanistan National Statistics 

and Information Authority (NSIA), with a population of 

over 4.95 million, Kabul’s history spans more than 3500 

years. It has been a battleground for great empires. Its 

significance lies in its representation of Afghanistan’s di-

versity in many aspects. However, since the late 1970s, 

the city has faced continuous violence, coups, foreign 

occupations, and widespread destruction, disrupting ur-

ban and human settlement structures. The fall of the 

Taliban regime in 2001 saw the return of over 5.2 mil-

lion refugees [2], contributing to rapid urbanization. The 

Kabul’s geographical location at the intersection of trade 

routes (Figure 1) [3] and international humanitarian aid 

aimed at supporting returning refugees and internally dis-

placed people [4] further spurred its growth, ranking it as 

the 75th-largest city in the world [5]. 

The political landscape of Afghanistan has seen sig-

nificant shifts, especially following the second Anglo-

Afghan war in 1880 and the country’s independence after 

the third war in 1919 [6]. These changes brought reforms 

across politics, society, and the economy, including the in-

troduction of urban planning, which laid the groundwork 

for Kabul urbanization [7]. The competitive planning 

phase, marked by the Cold War rivalry, was followed by 

the sporadic planning era post-2001, characterized by nu-

merous, often uncoordinated, rehabilitation efforts by de-

centralized supranational powers and centralized national 
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authorities [7]. Kabul experienced significant population 

growth due to the influx of internally displaced persons 

after the US invasion in 2001 [8], leading to unplanned 

urban expansion and challenges in urban management. 

The rate of urban land expansion increased from 1.07 

square kilometers per year during the Soviet era to 3.35 

square kilometers per year from 2001 to 2018 [4]. Despite 

a period of relative stability, the political landscape of 

Afghanistan remains volatile, with recent developments 

further impacting the city and its inhabitants [9]. 

This study aims to analyze the primary effects of 

political instability on the treadmill of production dynam-

ics theory and their implications for environmental sus-

tainability in Kabul City. Political instability undermines 

governance, making it difficult to implement and enforce 

environmental policies [10]. The treadmill of production, 

characterized by continuous cycles of production and con-

sumption driving economic growth, often leads to envi-

ronmental degradation if not managed properly [10,11]. 

Kabul, already stressed by overpopulation, limited water 

resources, and air pollution, faces dire consequences from 

environmental degradation [10]. Understanding how po-

litical instability intersects with economic activities can 

help identify sustainable practices that balance growth 

with environmental protection. This knowledge is vital 

for policymakers to create a stable governance environ-

ment conducive to sustainable development [12]. 

2. Methods 

This study takes a qualitative approach to examine how po-

litical instability, weak governance, and the treadmill of 

production impact environmental sustainability and con-

tribute to the absence of environmentally sustainable prac-

tices in Kabul City. (Figure 2). 

To build a well-rounded understanding, various 

sources were analysed, including historical records, gov-

ernment and media reports, academic literature, and pub-

lications from governmental and non-governmental orga-

nizations. 

A case study methodology was used to explore spe-

cific instances where political unrest has intersected with 

economic and environmental challenges in Kabul City. 

This case study offers deeper insights into the systemic is-

sues shaping the environmental landscape and urban trans-

formation of Kabul City under conditions of prolonged 

political instability and governance failures over the past 

two decades. To achieve these main objectives, the study 

employs the treadmill of production theory to contextu-

alize how economic growth imperatives have outpaced 

environmental considerations over time. The novelty of 

this research lies in its application of this theory to the 

 

Afghanistan urban setting—a region underrepresented in 

environmental governance literature— and its combina-

tion of historical analysis with insights from environmen-

tal experts. 

To complement the document analysis, I conducted 

expert interviews with urban planners, policymakers, and 

environmental scientists. Given the current political situ-

ation, these interviews took place online, primarily with 

professionals based in the U.S. and other countries who 

had previously worked in Afghanistan before the Taliban 

takeover of the country. Interviewees covered individuals 

with direct experience in urban and environmental man-

agement in Kabul, as well as experts who had worked in 

similar conflict-affected regions. Their insights provided 

valuable qualitative data, enriching the research findings 

and offering practical recommendations for sustainable 

pathways in the evolving Kabul City urban landscape. By 

providing insights from various sources, the research con-

tributes to scholarly understanding by identifying policy 

and planning gaps that perpetuate ecological degradation 

in politically unstable and conflict-affected cities. 

3. Results 

The results presented in this section are drawn from doc-

ument analysis and are enriched by expert interviews 

with professionals familiar with the urban governance 

and environmental dynamics of Kabul City. As outlined 

in the Methods section, the data sources include histori-

cal records, academic studies, policy documents, media 

reports, and publications from both governmental and 

non-governmental organizations. These diverse materials 

were analyzed thematically to align with the study’s core 

objectives and conceptual framework (Figure 2), which 

focuses on the intersection of political instability, institu-

tional weakness, and the treadmill of production, and how 

these factors contribute to environmental degradation and 

obstruct sustainable urban practices. 

This section is organized into three interrelated 

themes, each corresponding to a key research objective. 

The first subsection, “Political Instability in Kabul City,” 

synthesizes historical and policy evidence to explain the 

roots and persistence of instability and its impact on urban 

governance. The second, “Treadmill of Production Dy-

namics,” illustrates how political and institutional condi-

tions allow unsustainable economic pressures to drive un-

regulated development. The final subsection, “Impact on 

Environmental Sustainability,” draws on both document 

analysis and expert perspectives to highlight the ecolog-

ical consequences of these socio-political and economic 

processes. Together, these subsections provide an inte-

grated view of how environmental degradation in Kabul 
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Figure 1: Kabul City Locator Map (Credit: Britannica.com). 

 

City is shaped by systemic governance and production 

failures 

3.1. Political Instability in Kabul City 

The history of Kabul has been shaped by decades of polit-

ical instability, marked by conflict, power struggles, and 

regime changes that have deeply affected its people and 

environment. The Soviet invasion in December 1979, 

aimed at supporting a pro-Soviet government, triggered 

a decade-long war that led to the deaths of nearly one 

million Afghan civilians and forced millions to flee to 

neighboring countries [13]. 

After the Soviet-backed government collapsed in 

1992, Afghanistan plunged into a brutal civil war (1992–

1996), as Mujahideen leaders fought for control. This 

period saw intense power struggles, further displacement, 

and widespread destruction in Kabul [13]. The rise of 

the Taliban in 1996 brought a strict and repressive regime, 

which lasted until 2001, when they were ousted by U.S. 

and allied forces following the September 11 attacks on 

the World Trade Center in New York [14]. 

The U.S.-led intervention sought to establish a new 

government, but the following two decades were marked 

by persistent insurgency and political uncertainty [14]. In 

2021, the withdrawal of American and NATO forces led 

to the Taliban’s swift return to power, once again plunging 

the country into crisis. Under Taliban rule, governance 

remains highly restrictive, with significant limitations on 

minorities’ rights and freedoms [13]. 

The current political situation in Kabul is character-

ized by Taliban control, with Haibatullah Akhundzada reli-

gious leader of the Taliban, wielding significant influence 

over decision-making [15]. Their rule has become increas-

ingly authoritarian, focusing on Pashtun exclusivity and 

leading to repression of opposition and minorities. The 

Taliban actions, such as banning girls and women from 

education, work, and public life, have had severe conse-

quences for individual rights and humanitarian aid [15]. 

Additionally, the Taliban struggles to contain terrorism, 

particularly from the Islamic State in Khorasan-ISK, and 

the situation remains delicate with external powers cau-

tious about supporting anti-Taliban groups [15]. 

The political landscape of Afghanistan is also heav-

ily influenced by its regional neighbors, especially Pak-

istan, Iran, India, and China. These countries play signif-

icant roles in Afghanistan’s political issues, often using 

commercial imports and migrants as instruments of po-

litical pressure [16]. The recent security situation has 

led to a large migration of citizens, particularly those 

associated with the previous government and social net-

works, to neighboring countries. These countries often 

use Afghan migrants as tools of political leverage, impact- 
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Figure 2: Visualized Conceptual Framework (Created by the Author). 

 

ing Afghanistan’s domestic stability and the well-being of 

the region [17]. 

The challenges facing Kabul and Afghanistan as a 

whole are immense. Restoring internal political efficacy, 

combating insurgency and terrorism, reducing poverty, 

and advancing the peace process are critical [18]. Ad-

ditionally, the COVID-19 pandemic [19], the climate cri-

sis [20], and the water crisis [21] further complicate the sit-

uation. While the Taliban claim that their primary achieve-

ment is stability and centralized power after decades of 

war [22], other aspects, including internal power struggles 

and ongoing crises, continue to challenge the progress of 

the nation. 

Recent regional studies highlight that the environ-

mental degradation driven by political instability is not 

unique to Kabul. Across South Asia, for example, coun-

tries like Pakistan and Bangladesh have struggled with the 

environmental consequences of persistent governance fail-

ures, significantly elevated carbon emissions, and ecolog-

ical degradation in these settings [23]. In the Middle East 

and North Africa (MENA) region, a broader study cov-

ering eighteen countries between 1985 and 2016 found 

that ongoing political upheaval has eroded environmental 

quality over time, when fragile institutions and recurring 

conflict have been key barriers to implementing effective 

environmental protections [24]. 

3.2. Treadmill of Production Dynamics 

The Treadmill of Production theory posits that modern so-

cieties, driven by capitalist or socialist imperatives, pur-

sue relentless economic growth, which leads to system-

atic environmental degradation, resource depletion, and 

social inequality [25]. This dynamic is strongly visible 

in Kabul, where political instability has weakened envi-

ronmental governance, embedding the city into a cycle 

of unsustainable development. Following decades of war, 

reconstruction was urgently prioritized, but with limited 

public funding and international aid mostly directed to-

ward security, the Afghan government adopted a growth-

first recovery strategy. As a result, environmental sus-

tainability received limited attention, further entrenching 

Kabul in the treadmill of production [4]. 

At the core of the treadmill of production theory is 

the growth imperative: governments and institutions prior-

itize GDP and physical expansion to create jobs and assert 

legitimacy [26]. In Kabul City, this materialized through 

widespread private sector investment in housing and in-

frastructure, encouraged by the municipality. However, 

most of these developments were unregulated and driven 

by short-term economic recovery goals, rather than long-

term environmental considerations. As a consequence, 

outdated construction technologies and resource-intensive 

practices were deployed, leading to deforestation, unregu-

lated mining, and groundwater depletion [5–7]. 

As production intensified, technological fixes were 

applied in place of deeper reforms. For example, pollution 
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control and housing policies were implemented without al-

tering the city’s core dependence on fossil fuels, informal 

construction, and poor urban design. These “solutions” 

merely displaced problems, such as shifting pollution bur-

dens to low-income districts or increasing wood and coal 

burning due to unaffordable clean energy [25,27]. Similar 

patterns have been observed in Sri Lanka, where politi-

cally driven but poorly planned sustainability transitions, 

like the shift to organic agriculture, led to system-wide 

food and environmental crises [28]. 

Institutional weaknesses sustain the treadmill. The 

Kabul fragmented governance structures lack the author-

ity and expertise to enforce environmental regulation. Ad-

ditionally, media and educational institutions reinforce the 

idea that economic recovery is paramount, sidelining en-

vironmental narratives [29–31]. This is similar to the So-

mali context, where conflict-induced governance collapse 

has resulted in uncontrolled deforestation and erosion, re-

inforcing how institutional decay feeds unsustainable pro-

duction and consumption [32]. 

Finally, the Kabul chaotic urban expansion has fur-

ther intensified environmental degradation. Industrial 

emissions, air and water pollution, loss of biodiversity, 

and agricultural overuse have created a multidimensional 

ecological crisis [33–40]. All of these outcomes illus-

trate the treadmill of production theoretical logic in ac-

tion: when economic growth is pursued in the absence of 

strong, sustainable institutions, environmental costs esca-

late rapidly. 

The environmental degradation observed in Kabul, 

driven by political instability and weak governance, mir-

rors patterns identified in other conflict-affected regions. 

For instance, in Sri Lanka, the government’s abrupt na-

tional transition to organic farming in 2021, implemented 

without adequate institutional readiness or technological 

infrastructure, significantly reduced agricultural yields 

and triggered a food crisis. This reform effort, driven by 

nationalistic growth narratives amid political upheaval, 

highlights how poorly planned technological fixes, with-

out addressing systemic governance issues, can deepen 

environmental and social vulnerabilities [41]. 

3.3. Impact on Environmental 
Sustainability 

The effects of political instability on the treadmill of pro-

duction dynamics are profound, especially in regions like 

Kabul. When political turmoil disrupts economic activi-

ties, it pushes the production treadmill into overdrive. Un-

certainty and unrest deter investments and hamper busi-

ness operations, leading to economic stagnation or decline. 

Consequently, the pursuit of continued economic growth 

becomes increasingly frenetic as governments struggle to 

compensate for losses and maintain stability [42]. This 

relentless drive often exacerbates environmental degrada-

tion, as natural resources are exploited at an unsustainable 

pace to fuel economic recovery efforts [43]. Moreover, 

political instability can create social tensions and inequal-

ities, complicating efforts to address environmental chal-

lenges [44]. As discussed in the treadmill of production 

subsection, this aligns with this theory, where systemic 

pressures to sustain growth override environmental con-

siderations, particularly when institutions are weakened 

or absent. 

Economically, political instability in Kabul impacts 

investment patterns, job opportunities, and resource al-

location. An uncertain political-economic environment 

deters both domestic and international investors, reducing 

investment and causing currency depreciation, which can 

lead to higher inflation [45,46]. Political instability also 

negatively affects economic growth; empirical data shows 

that higher degrees of political instability are associated 

with lower growth rates of GDP per capita and reduced 

productivity growth rates [42]. In Kabul, as has happened 

many times in recent years, additional cabinet changes 

have significantly reduced the growth rate of annual real 

GDP per capita, affecting the accumulation of physical 

and human capital. Economic freedom and ethnic ho-

mogeneity are beneficial for growth, while democracy 

may have a small negative effect [42]. These economic 

fluctuations create a cycle of growth anxiety—a treadmill 

dynamic—where accelerated exploitation of resources is 

used as a temporary solution, yet without regulatory plan-

ning, it undermines long-term sustainability. 

Socially, political instability in Kabul weakens so- 

cial cohesion, community resilience, and access to es-

sential services, while also having significant psychoso-

cial impacts. It often leads to division, polarization, and 

mistrust among different groups, weakening social bonds 

and increasing conflict [47]. Instability disrupts essen-

tial services, weakens institutions, and undermines so-

cial networks, reducing community resilience [48]. In 

terms of healthcare and education, instability often leads 

to under-resourced hospitals, fleeing healthcare workers, 

and closed schools, denying children access to education 

and hindering long-term community development. Infras-

tructure damage further hinders access to basic services 

like water, electricity, and transportation, while economic 

services are adversely affected, leading to unemployment 

and limited access to financial services [49]. The psy-

chosocial impact includes stress, anxiety, and trauma from 

violence, displacement, or economic hardship, often driv-

ing migration and complicating integration into new com-

munities [50]. 
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Environmentally, political instability in Kabul leads 

to land use changes, exploitation of resources, and pol-

lution, exacerbating environmental degradation. Disrup-

tions in governance and planning result in rapid urban-

ization and agricultural expansion, affecting biodiversity, 

soil quality, and water availability [51]. Deforestation 

for urban or agricultural development contributes to habi-

tat loss and soil degradation [52], while weak regulation 

increases resource exploitation, water management is-

sues, and conflicts over water resources [53]. Mining and 

oil production during instability damage ecosystems and 

increase pollution, hampering conservation efforts and 

leading to biodiversity loss [54]. Weak governance also 

results in inadequate waste management, air and water 

pollution, and hindered climate action, worsening global 

warming [55,56]. Violent conflicts further damage ecosys-

tems, disrupt agriculture, and cause displacement, with 

displaced populations often exploiting natural resources 

unsustainably, exacerbating deforestation, soil erosion, 

and water scarcity [54]. This is consistent with findings 

from other fragile regions, such as the Democratic Repub-

lic of Congo and Yemen, where prolonged conflict and in-

stitutional breakdown have accelerated deforestation and 

water stress under weak environmental oversight [57–60]. 

In each case, including Kabul, the treadmill effect inten-

sifies when growth pressures operate without regulatory 

restraint or technological solutions to mitigate harm. 

4. Discussion 

Political instability and weak governance in Kabul City 

have created a cycle that accelerates environmental degra-

dation. This finding aligns with patterns observed in other 

post-conflict urban settings, such as Pakistan, Bangladesh, 

Somalia, Sri Lanka, Congo, and Yemen, where recon-

struction imperatives and political uncertainty compound 

environmental crises. Without effective regulatory frame-

works, unchecked urbanization and industrial expansion 

continue to strain natural resources, leading to pollution, 

habitat destruction, and unsustainable production prac-

tices. The treadmill of production—driven by economic 

imperatives—prioritizes short-term growth over environ-

mental well-being, further deepening the crisis. 

Addressing these challenges requires a multi-pronged 

approach that includes strengthening governance, engag-

ing local communities, and investing in green infrastruc-

ture. Improved regulatory oversight and enforcement 

mechanisms are critical in breaking the cycle of unsustain-

able production. Additionally, international collaboration 

and investment in sustainable urban development projects 

could provide the necessary resources and expertise to 

mitigate the environmental impact of political instability. 

Furthermore, long-term political stability is essen-

tial for ensuring consistent and effective environmental 

policies. Future research should focus on policy interven-

tions that disrupt the treadmill of production while pro-

moting sustainable urban development. Adaptive gover-

nance models—tailored to the Afghanistan geopolitical 

and socio-economic realities—could play a pivotal role in 

shaping a more resilient environmental future. 

5. Conclusions 

This study underscores the relationship between political 

instability, weak governance, and the treadmill of pro-

duction, all of which drive environmental degradation in 

Kabul City, Afghanistan. Political unrest fosters unreg-

ulated production and resource exploitation, leading to 

worsening environmental conditions and deepening social 

inequalities. The treadmill of production theory illustrates 

how relentless economic growth, in the absence of strong 

governance, prioritizes profit over environmental health, 

causing long-term harm to both people and ecosystems. 

Kabul’s historical and ongoing political struggles 

further complicate this issue, as instability disrupts gover-

nance and policy enforcement. The consequences include 

pollution, climate change, habitat loss, and water scarcity, 

making urban sustainability a pressing concern. However, 

despite these challenges, opportunities for positive trans-

formation exist. Strengthening governance structures, 

promoting community-driven environmental initiatives, 

and integrating sustainable practices into urban planning 

can help Kabul move toward a more resilient and sustain-

able future. 

Collaboration between policymakers, civil society, 

and local communities is crucial for implementing long-

term solutions. By breaking the cycle of political insta-

bility and weak governance, Kabul has the potential to 

transition from environmental degradation to sustainabil-

ity pathways, fostering a future where economic develop-

ment aligns with environmental preservation. 

However, this study is not without limitations. Due 

to the current political situation in Afghanistan, access to 

up-to-date primary data from within Kabul was restricted. 

Most qualitative insights were drawn from experts based 

abroad, which, although valuable, may not fully reflect 

evolving ground realities. Moreover, while Kabul pro-

vides a crucial case study, its unique socio-political con-

text limits the broader generalizability of findings. Fu-

ture research should incorporate localized perspectives, di-

rect interviews with residents and municipal officials, and 

comparative case analyses from other conflict-affected ur-

ban areas. 
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