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ANALYSIS OF THE ECONOMIC VALUE OF

THE AFGHAN-TRANS
RAILWAY PROJECT

By: Fazal Wali Shirani
Translated by Sajad Ahmad K.

Introduction

Afghanistan is one of the landlocked
countries in the world. For such countries,
particularly in Asia, rail transport is the
most efficient, secure, and economical
means of transportation. Railways provide
a strategic advantage for promoting rapid
trade by connecting regional and global
markets.  Without  this  connectivity,
achieving regional integration and access
to major economic and trade hubs
worldwide would remain challenging.
Recognizing this importance, the Islamic
Emirate of Afghanistan has prioritized the
railway sector alongside other
development initiatives, implementing
several projects and planning others. Once
Afghanistan is connected to regional and
global networks via rail, the country is
expected to see expanded trade and
significant economic growth. Among these
initiatives is the Afghan-Trans Railway, a
major project discussed in this article along
with the history of railways in Afghanistan
and the economic impact of the
Afghan-Trans Railway.

The Afghan-Trans Railway Project

The Afghan-Trans Railway spans 760
kilometers, featuring 33 railway bridges and
three stations, with an estimated
construction cost of $4.8 billion. Initially
proposed by Uzbekistan in December 2018,
the projects goal was to extend
Afghanistan's  railway network from
Mazar-e-Sharif to Kabul, then to Nangarhar
Province, passing through Torkham to enter
Pakistan via Peshawar. From there, goods
would integrate into Pakistan's railway
system and be transported to the ports of
Karachi, Gwadar, and Qasim. The
Afghan-Trans Railway is projected to handle
an average of 15 million tons of commercial

X

goods annually, connecting Central Asia to
South Asia. It will allow Afghanistan to
export goods to these regions at reduced
costs while importing essential commodities
more affordably. This, in turn, will transform
Afghanistan into a vital hub for regional
connectivity, increase national revenues,
boost trade, stimulate economic growth,
and foster overall development. However,
in July 2023, the Ministry of Public Works of
the Islamic Emirate signed an agreement to
alter the project's route. Initially, the railway
was to extend from Termez, Uzbekistan,
through Mazar-e-Sharif, Kabul, Nangarhar,
and Torkham to Peshawar. The revised route
now extends from Termez through
Mazar-e-Sharif, Logar, and Khost, entering
Pakistan via the Kurram border in Paktia
Province, where it will integrate with
Pakistan's railway network. The new route is
shorter and more economical compared to
the original plan. The Islamic Emirate has

Q dpmea.gov.af/ps

intensified its efforts to achieve economic
growth and regional integration, with the
Afghan-Trans Railway being a cornerstone
project. Additionally, other expansion plans
for the railway network have been outlined.
According to the 9th resolution from the
Economic Commission led by Deputy Prime
Minister for Economic Affairs Mullah Abdul
Ghani Baradar Akhund, the Railway
Directorate, now part of the Ministry of
Public Works, has been instructed to
prioritize  projects  such as  the
Herat-Torghundi, Rabat Parian, Airport and
Andkhoy-Mazar-e-Sharif railways.
Furthermore, the Ministry has been directed
to complete feasibility studies for extending
the railway from Herat to Spin Boldak and
coordinate with the Economic Commission
for guidance. If realized, these projects
could position Afghanistan as the linchpin of
Asia's  connectivity. Let's discuss the
economic value of this project now.
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Economic Impacts of
the Afghan-Trans Railway

In today's world, few countries lack
railway networks; rail connectivity is
prevalent across nations, regions, and
even continents. Railways facilitate
significant portions of passenger and
freight transport, serving as a backbone
for economic activity. Afghanistan,
however, has lagged in this regard. In
the past three years, attention has been
given to rail development as a means to
transform  Afghanistan's  economy.
Notable steps have been taken to
construct and expand railways, enabling
Afghanistan to potentially become a
regional transit hub. Through the
Afghan-Trans Railway, Afghanistan can
encourage other countries to engage in

bilateral ~and  multilateral  trade
initiatives, leveraging the country's
geographic  position for regional

connectivity. A key advantage in this
effort is the prevailing security and the
Islamic  Emirate's commitment to
advancing this sector. Neighboring
countries should seize this opportunity
to invest in Afghanistan's railway
projects. Completion of these initiatives
could revolutionize regional transit by
connecting the East to the West and the
North to the South via Afghanistan. The
Afghan-Trans project holds particular
importance for regional integration.
This railway network will connect
Afghanistan to the broader regional
railway system, providing access to new
markets in Central and South Asia. The
network will facilitate the easier and
more cost-effective movement of
goods, expanding trade, attracting
investment, and creating job
opportunities. Implementing the
Afghan-Trans project could reduce
transportation costs for goods by 40%.
Moreover, the Afghan-Trans Railway
offers domestic, bilateral, and regional
benefits. It will link Afghanistan to
neighboring countries' railway
networks, such as those in Central and
South Asia, and grant access to open
seas. For instance, through the
Afghan-Trans network, Afghanistan will
connect with railway systems in Central
Asia, South Asia, and beyond, fostering
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economic integration.

The Afghan-Trans project, a
collaborative initiative between
Uzbekistan, Afghanistan, and Pakistan,
is set to begin in Uzbekistan's Termez
city and will pass through several
Afghan provinces before connecting
with  Pakistan's  railway network.
According to officials from Afghanistan,
Pakistan, and Uzbekistan, the estimated
cost of constructing the Afghan-Trans
railway project is approximately $5
billion. Once implemented, this regional
project will grant Central Asian
countries access to the Indian Ocean.
The project is expected to reduce the
transportation time for goods from 35
days to just five days while lowering
costs by 40% . The Afghan-Trans railway
will not only link South and East Asian
countries but also significantly boost
trade  volumes  between  them,
amounting to billions of dollars.
Moreover, the provinces through which
this railway passes will experience
expanded trade activities. By 2030, the
railway is projected to facilitate the
transportation of approximately 15
million tons of goods annually, thereby
creating opportunities for employment,
commerce, and enhanced connectivity
across Afghanistan.

Q dpmea.gov.af/ps

Conclusion

Afghanistan’s lack of direct access to the sea
underscores the importance of connectivity
with regional and global markets. To
achieve this, land transportation,
particularly railways, plays a critical role.
Compared to other transport modes,
railways are more cost-effective and
efficient for freight movement. The Islamic
Emirate has taken steps to expand
Afghanistan’s railway network, though
current  connectivity remains  limited.
Strategic projects, such as the Khaf-Herat
railway, already provide access to Iran and
subsequently the Middle East. Additional
initiatives, including the Herat-Torghundi
and Herat-Kandahar railways, aim to link
Afghanistan with Turkmenistan, Central
Asia, and South Asia. The
Herat-Mazar-e-Sharif railway will connect
Afghanistan with Uzbekistan, Tajikistan,
and eventually China. Among these
projects, the Afghan-Trans Railway stands
out as a vital initiative. Its successful
implementation and the completion of
other planned railway projects will enable
Afghanistan to access international markets
and seas, fostering trade expansion. This
trade growth  will spur economic
development, ultimately leading
Afghanistan toward a prosperous future.
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