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Abstract The contemporary geoeconomic Great Power Competition can be under-
stood as global competition for access to a finite supply of necessary rare earth and
critical minerals such as lithium. China’s current near-monopoly on these minerals
presents a potential national security risk to the U.S. as access to these vital resources
depends on the two powers’ unpredictable relationship. The critical mineral lithium
is used in a wide range of technologies and is expected to increase 
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to these strategic minerals. Afghanistan presents itself as a strategic country in which
the U.S. can maintain a presence to counter the problem of the Chinese monopoly.

This paper elaborates on how the monetization of Afghanistan’s lithium can stabi-
lize its economy and integrate it with its neighbors of the Central Region. The paper
also discusses the strategic role that the United States should play in Afghanistan
in order to maintain a durable peace through economic development. The United
States should invest in Afghanistan’s lithium as well as investing in its infrastructure
and extractive industry. First, we explain Afghanistan’s various challenges related to
its geography and political climate, the need for continued U.S. engagement in the
region, and the promise of Afghanistan’s minerals as the key to its economic devel-
opment and integration. Second, we explore how the development of Afghanistan’s
trade and transportation infrastructure can enable the country to monetize its mineral
wealth. Finally, we discuss Afghanistan’s neighbors in the region to illustrate how
the development of Afghanistan’s infrastructure for bringing its mineral wealth to
market can contribute to economic integration of the region and stabilize the region
via shared prosperity.

Afghanistan’s Lithium as Strategic U.S. Focus in the GPC

The Central Region has been described as the most important battleground of the
Great Power Competition, with China, Russia, and the United States all maintaining a
firm and growing presence in the region. Afghanistan, in particular, has proven itself
to be vital to the Great Power Competition due to its central location and precarious
condition. Since the nineteenth century, Afghanistan has been dependent on foreign
aid, beginning with the large subsidies provided by the British to Afghan Emirs
(Fayez 2012). This dependence on foreign funds continued into the Cold War, the
Afghan Civil Wars, and then again, albeit on a larger scale, upon the United States’
occupation of Afghanistan (Fayez 2012). Since 2001, the U.S. has provided billions
in foreign aid to fund social programs, basic government functions, infrastructure
projects, and security. Beginning in spring 2020, however, the United States has
begun to withdraw its funding from Afghanistan due to the COVID-19 pandemic
and the February 29, 2020, peace deal between the United States and the Taliban.
The imminent withdrawal of foreign aid leaves Afghanistan in urgent need of a
strategy for rapidly stabilizing a decentralized peacetime economy.

The country’s longtime dependence on foreign aid has created a rentier state that
Fryklund (2013) describes as “fueling a culture of corruption never previously seen
in Afghanistan” due to an influx of cash and a lack of “accountability to its citizens
as well as a lack of oversight from its donors.” The Afghan economy has been in
ruin for decades and has largely been based on opium production and narcotics
trafficking (Risen 2010). Additionally, the Taliban’s presence in the country still
presents a security concern. While major population centers are largely not in danger
of being overrun by the Taliban, high-profile attacks still remain a persistent threat.
In order to achieve a durable peace, Afghanistan requires a sustainable economy
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independent of foreign aid. Even though 30% of Afghanistan’s people currently live
under the poverty line and 40% of the 6-million-strong labor force is unemployed,
such a self-sufficient economy is possible: Afghanistan is a very rich country (Fayez
2012), merely requiring the means to mine its mineral wealth and bring it to market.

Yet Afghanistan faces major obstacles in tapping into its mineral wealth. Beyond
the problem of needing adequate infrastructure to extract the minerals and transport
them, Afghanistan must also contend with the overwhelming narrative of the resource
curse. The thesis of the resource curse first came about in 1995 when Sachs and
Warner (1995) studied 97 developing countries and observed that countries with a
high ratio of natural resource exports in 1971 had lower economic growth rates by
1989 than countries that were not endowed with natural resources. The resource curse
only became a working hypothesis in the aftermath of the 1970s when resource-rich
countries showed slower rates of economic growth (Bruenecker et al. 2014). Yet,
much evidence demonstrates that the resource curse is not a given, but rather a mere
hypothesis that benefits former colonial powers by creating dependency on foreign
aid and imports in “traditional” countries. It is the position of this paper that the
key to Afghanistan’s peace and autonomous prosperity lives under its surface and
within its lands in the form of its natural resources. Thus, the country’s best hope is
to return to its historic focus on mining and trading natural resources such as rare
earth minerals, critical minerals, and gemstones.

In 2010, the United States and the Afghan Geological Survey teams discovered
vast mineral deposits throughout Afghanistan, comprising copious amounts of iron,
copper, cobalt, and gold. Sheraz (2014), a Senior Policy Analyst for COMSTECH,
places the estimates of the discovery of this extractable resource at around $1–3
trillion. Among the 14,000 minerals discovered in Afghanistan are its vast lithium
reserves, a material that is vital to the age of the technology-dependent global
economy (Reeves 2012; Dowd 2013). According to Kavanagh et al. (2018), lithium
deposits scattered throughout the country exist at concentration levels between 41
and 99 mg/L. Kavanagh et al. (2018) say that such lithium concentrations would
place Afghanistan among the top producers of lithium, alongside Australia, Bolivia,
Argentina, and Chile.

Lithium is a critical resource material that is becoming increasingly important in
the modern global economy. Such new wealth could not only permanently alter the
Afghan economy, which currently has a gross domestic product (GDP) of about $12
billion per year, but can also alter the global standing of the U.S. with immediate
access to Afghanistan’s lithium. According to Rahman (2014), the discovery of
lithium in Afghanistan could provide the country a much-needed economic boost
and create thousands of jobs for Afghans. It could also encourage political stability
through licit exports and taxation, as well as help to eradicate violent extremism.
Lithium in Afghanistan could create a new Saudi Arabia, a state that has benefited
greatly from its natural resources.

The discovery of lithium, referred to as “white petroleum,” in Afghanistan comes
at a crucial moment (Chazan 2019). China, which currently dominates the lithium
product manufacturing industry due to its ability to produce and sell lithium products
cheaply and without environmental restraints, has been actively investing in lithium
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mining projects to keep up with its increasing internal demand and has also actively
been limiting exports of lithium, which could give rise to a supply security issue.
Chossudovsky (2019) says that China, already a major investor and trading partner to
Afghanistan, has its sights set on Afghan lithium. The Chinese state-owned company,
the Metallurgical Corporation of China, already has a firm footing in Afghanistan.

Afghanistan therefore finds itself in a unique position at an opportune moment.
Lithium is in high demand, and that demand will only continue to grow in the years
to come. The vast Afghan deposits of lithium could be the answer to an increasingly
China-dominated lithium market as well as the increasing global demand for lithium.
According to Jeffrey Reeves of the Griffith Asia Institute, demand is currently equal
to supply; however, by 2020, demand will begin to greatly outpace supply (Reeves
2012), with estimates of demand being placed at 900,000 tons per year by 2025 by
the British Geological Survey (2016). This untouched resource could not only make
Afghanistan the New Saudi Arabia of lithium, but also place Afghanistan’s strategic
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nationalization of its resources—a compromise here would be to engage in public–
private partnerships with the government. In this way, Afghanistan can transition
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increase efficiency, better transport infrastructure and removing procedural barriers”
(Hoaby 2005). Traditional economic theory, with its emphasis on “static allocative
efficiency,” has a limited capacity to explain how economic growth and development
can be achieved through such mechanisms as research and development and techno-
logical diffusions, especially in fragile, conflict-affected states (Agalewatte 2004).
NEG is much more capable than traditional economic theory of explaining how such
dynamic factors influence growth and enable a country and international community
to use resources more effectively to achieve a sustainable economic development
model (Agalewatte 2004). Thus, the NEG offers the most appropriate economic
growth theory for a landlocked, fragile, conflicted state. NEG states that once an
economic belt is established, production, growth, development, and consumerism
will flow, and the economy will grow (Krugman 1991).

At present, the poor infrastructure in Afghanistan makes transport difficult and
adds to the overall logistical cost overhead necessary for investment in mineral
resources. Due to this multitude of factors, mining only comprises “between 7 and
10%” of the nation’s GDP, according to Pikulicka-Wilczewska (2019). To achieve
sustainable economic growth, one of the top priorities of Afghanistan is to make
the country into a regional trade and transit hub. Just as peace is required for
Afghanistan’s economic autonomy, infrastructure is required as well. This is partic-
ularly so given that Afghanistan is a landlocked country. Recognizing the signifi-
cant contribution of this sector in terms of creating employment opportunities and
reducing poverty, Afghanistan intends to initiate several major projects to facilitate
the country in becoming one of the most open trade and transit economies in the
region.

Improving Afghanistan’s transportation infrastructure capacity is key to building
its autonomous economy. The next several pages will describe the current Afghan
transportation network, the current bureaucratic system around trade across borders,
and the weaknesses and strengths of these systems, noting concrete regional and
modal differences and how these delimit the transportation environment. Particular
attention will be paid to the specifics of lithium extraction and export, such as the fact
that lithium’s water reactivity limits the viability of various transportation modalities.

It must be noted that several factors influence both the export and transportation
infrastructure environments, but that we have determined to fall outside the scope of
the present paper. Political relationships, for example, constrain the range of Afghan
export possibilities, as well as the potential gains in the national security of the United
States. Given the American national security interest in lithium extraction, this paper
focuses on U.S. as well as Afghan political relationships with those countries neigh-
boring Afghanistan that would prove essential to the export process, as well as the
current supply chain for key lithium imports to the United States. Special consider-
ation is given to China, Iran, and Russia, particularly these countries’ geopolitical
roles in countering U.S. interests both regionally and globally.

Rail linkages, dry ports, and multimodal airport hubs will be the most effective
solution for getting mined goods to market with minimal corruption and hands in
the process. The potential benefits of establishing such infrastructure in Afghanistan
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degrading the quality of both (SIGAR 2016). Exacerbating this problem is the limited
nature of the Afghan rail system, which remains extremely hard to expand due to the
topographical features of the state (Glassner 1983). Furthermore, the multi-faceted
civil war continues to wreak havoc on the infrastructural system in multiple ways,
including checkpoints across the country, damage to infrastructure from explosives,
and kidnapping and ancillary human security threats. Air travel, while safest, is
prohibitively expensive for most aspects of trade, and the transportation of hazardous
materials (such as lithium) falls under even stricter regulations. While efforts to
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India

One of the most influential geopolitical partners of Afghanistan is India, which
views Afghanistan as a natural geopolitical ally and a natural counterweight to
Pakistan. India has had longstanding ties with multiple Afghan governments and
has invested heavily in the state. As the largest purchaser of Afghan goods globally,
India is also the second-largest originator of Afghan imports (Gartenstein-Ross and
Vassefi 2012). These ties predate the current Afghan state, with friendly relations
between the two existing since the signing of a Friendship Agreement in January
1950 between the then-Prime Minister of India Jawaharlal Nehru and the Ambas-
sador to India Najibullah Torwayana (not to be confused with the later President
of Afghanistan, Mohammad Najibullah) (Government of India 2017). India was the
only regional actor to recognize the Democratic Republic of Afghanistan, led by the
aforementioned Mohammad Najibullah, and the two states currently enjoy a strong
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states have long been exacerbated by disputes over the water rights of the Helmand
River, which was the subject of an unratified deal between Iran and Afghanistan
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from India to Europe. Iran provides vital connections to countries in Central Asia
that are landlocked, and it also is the shortest, fastest, and most cost-effective route



Afghanistan’s Lithium as Strategic U.S. Focus … 71

role and position of the EU in the Middle East in general and how it can pursue its interests
most effectively (European Parliament 2016).
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through loans, guarantees, equity participation and other financial institutions,” as
well as cooperating “with international organizations and other financial entities, and
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