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SHEBERGHAN, Afghanistan—
Taxi driver Abdul Wahed took a

- ismall step for Afghanistan’s en-

e

ergy independence when he con-
verted his well-traveled Toyota
Corolla last month to run on
compressed natural gas.

While his car can still run on
gasoline, he can also now fuel up
at’'a recently opened filling sta-
tion that sells locally sourced
CNG to a fleet of taxi cabs in this
northern Afghanistan city.

“I'm very excited,” Mr. Wahed
said. “Gasoline is expensive, and
natural gas is cheaper. I expect
to save money.”

/The Pentagon’s Task Force for
Business and Stability Opera-
fions, an organization that
scouts Afghanistan with the hope
of attracting private investment,
put up the $2.9 million for the
filling station here, seeing a proj-
ect that, while relatively small,
could be attractive to an investor
who sees potential profit in sell-
ing CNG.

“The thought process was
that we have to anchor and de-
velop an industry that would
bring revenue...from utilizing the
natural resources that Afghani-
stan has—and that was gas,” said
Alec Shapiro, an energy consul-
tant for the task force.

Natural gas could also provide
an alternative energy source as
the cash dries up for U.S.-funded
projects and the American mili-
tary withdraws.

In Afghanistan, a liter of gaso-
line sells for around 55 afghanis
($1.10, or $4.16 a gallon), says
Mohammad Ayoub Naivand, a
government engineer who is
helping oversee the project with
assistance from the U.S. military.
The liter equivalent of CNG, by
contrast, costs just 34 afghanis.

More important, natural gas
comes from the ground here in
Sheberghan, in northern Afghan-
istan, and doesn’t have to be
trucked from abroad on perilous
roads. To date, 100 cars here
have been converted to run on
CNG here, and 200 more kits are
on order from Pakistan.

The project’s backers are pay-
ing for those conversions, which
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typically can cost $700 or $800
per car; the local taxi association
created a waiting list of Corolla
drivers.

If all goes to the task force’s
plan, the project in Sheberghan
could lay the groundwork for a

. domestic fuel industry that U.S.

and Afghan officials hope will
boost government revenue and
jump-start natural-gas produc-
tion, which has been dormant for
decades..

As a next step, the Afghan
Ministry of Mines plans to offer
the rights to a private operator
of the CNG filling station in She-
berghan. Bidding is open to Af-
ghan citizens; the winning bid-
der, who is supposed to oversee

" the conversion of hundreds of

more vehicles as the first private
operator of the facility, is ex-
pected to be announced early
next year, said Benjamin Freed-
man, an energy-development
specialist with the task force.

Afghanistan runs largely on
imported power. It gets much of
its electricity from neighbors
such as Iran and Uzbekistan. It
has almost no domestic refining
capacity, and imports its gaso-
line, diesel and other petroleum
products. :

The country’s domestically
produced natural gas is unsuit-
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able for converting into the lig-
uefied petroleum gas that is
commonly used as heating fuel.
Compressing natural gas into car
fuel, however, is relatively sim-
ple, and the technology is widely
used in countries such as Paki-
stan, Thailand or China. Here in
Sheberghan, a local pipeline car-

" ries natural gas to the filling sta-

tion, where it is compressed and
stored.

Soviet petroleum engineers
explored and developed natural-
gas fields in northern Afghani-
stan during the Cold War. In the
1970s and 1980s, natural-gas
fields in Sheberghan sent exports
to the Soviet Union and sup-
ported the Northern Fertilizer
and Power Plant near Mazar-e
Sharif, the country’s largest in-
dustrial customer of natural gas.

But three decades of war
stunted the growth of the coun-
try’s natural-gas sector. Afghan
Gas, a state-run enterprise, cur-
rently distributes gas through a
small network of pipelines in
Jowzjan province;  where She-
berghan is the capital.

Sali Mohammad Fazil, the
president of Afghan Gas, said
only 15 of the 39 drilled wells
south of Sheberghan were in op-
eration, producing around
140,000 cubic meters of natural

inEnergy Hopes on Local Gas
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 Afghanistan’s first compressed
naturat-gas filling station

gas per day. The company’s an-
nual revenue is 290 million af-
ghanis ($5.8 million) per year.
With the filling station in She-
berghan already operational, the
next phase of the U.S.-funded
project is to convert two genera-
tors at a nearby Afghan Ministry
of Interior base to run on CNG.
The U.S. and its allies .now
foot the bill for the diesel that
fuels generators on Afghan mili-
tary bases, and it is unclear how
the cash-strapped Afghan state
will be able to sustain all of
them. CNG could be an alterna-
tive, the project’s backers hope.
Col. Sayed Aga Amdarabi, the
commander of a customs-police
unit at the Sheberghan base, said
when he requested diesel for the
generators on his base, the min-
istry told him to get power from
the city. “And when we go to the
city, and tell them we don’t have
any electricity, they tell us, ‘We
can’t just give you power from
the city grid,” ” he said.
Jowzjan Gov. Mohammad Al-
eem Saaie said he hoped that
natural-gas exploitation would
help attract other investment to
the province, one of the coun-
try’s safest, say Afghan and co-
alition officials. Mr. Saaie noted

{its proximity for trade with its

Central Asian neighbors.




