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ABOUT INTEGRITY WATCH AFGHANISTAN  
 

 

Integrity Watch Afghanistan (IWA) was founded in October 2005 and established itself as an 
independent civil society organization in 2006. IWA’s aim is to evolve into a reference actor related to 
understanding, analysing and acting for transparency, accountability and anti-corruption issues. 

 

IWA’s Mission 
The mission of Integrity Watch Afghanistan is to put corruption under the spotlight by increasing 
transparency, integrity and accountability in Afghanistan through the provision of policy-oriented 
research, development of training tools and the facilitation of policy dialogue. 

 

About IWA’s Research Unit 
IWA’s Research Unit undertakes research and advocacy on crosscutting themes. Its first objective is to 
develop new empirical research on corruption. Its second objective is to consolidate current knowledge 
on corruption, accountability, transparency and integrity. Thirdly, it aims to enhance research capacity 
for anti-corruption issues. Together, these objectives work to influence decision-makers, increase civil 
society engagement and raise public awareness of corruption issues.  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 
 

Various forms of corruption in Afghanistan’s police have been widely debated and have become a major 
source of concern in Afghan public opinion. Considering that police corruption is well within IWA’s 
mandate, it was decided to start studying police corruption in a systematic way. This report tests some 
hypotheses on corruption in relation to traffic police and the factors which drive or constrain it: the level 
of professionalism within the traffic police, the proximity of road toll posts to urban centres and police 
headquarters, the strength of supervision at them and finally the overall security environment.  

The methodology used for the report consists of collecting data on illegal police and non-police tolls as 
well as police treatment of drivers in two ways: posting enumerators on trucks with routes along the 
main Afghan highways and interviewing truck drivers at the main transport hubs of the country. In total, 
24 enumerator trips were undertaken and 149 interviews were carried out in mid-2012. The report 
mainly relies on the enumerators’ data, while data from the interviews is used as a supplement.  

The average truck driver in Afghanistan has to go through numerous police checkpoints in addition to 
some checkpoints by other government organisations, and there is a fair chance of meeting bandits and 
occasionally insurgents along their routes. The report found that checkpoints per km in the northern-
half of Afghanistan are about twice as frequent as in the south. Considering that the south is by far the 
most insecure part of the country, this finding suggests that providing security along the highways might 
not be the primary driver behind the establishment of checkpoints. 

The survey found that illegal tolls being taken by police were commonin 59% of police checkpoints. The 
average amount collected was approximately 300 Afs, but with large differences between provinces, 
from a minimum average of 20 Afs in Jowzjan and Samangan to a maximum of 2,750 Afs in Khost. The 
rate per km was as high at 53 Afs on the Khost route, but mostly not exceeding 3 Afs elsewhere. There 
was no automatic link between the security situation and the behaviour of police, as some of the areas 
affected were comparatively quiet.  

In order to assess the above stated hypotheses regarding corruption among traffic police, in addition to 
collecting data on checkpoint frequency and location, the researchers also considered information on 
the police treatment of truck drivers. Indicators for assessing this included; verbal and physical abuse, 
abuse of power, bribery and extortion practices and finally, the professionalism of traffic police. These 
indicators give additional insight by providing an idea of how consistent and expected corruption is and 
which forms of corruption are most likely to be encountered in interactions with traffic police. These 
factors of police treatment of truck drivers also allow for a further explanation of regional, geographic, 
and demographic trends in traffic police corruption. 

Bad personal treatment of truckers by police (verbal and/or physical abuse, abuse of power, 
harassment) was relatively uncommon, when compared to the extent of the practice of collecting illegal 
tolls. In several provinces not one case of abusive treatment other than taking the tolls by the police was 
reported. This finding seems to suggest that illegal road tolls are to some extent de facto 
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‘institutionalised’ – in the sense that the police officers are able to extract them with a smile on their 
face as if they were legal taxes. The illegal extortion of road tolls is a form of parallel shadow taxation, 
which drivers and traders expect and prepare for, although it would be far-fetched to say that they like 
it. Some drivers nonetheless resisted extortion occasionally.  

The professionalism of provincial Chiefs of Police (CoPs) appears to have a significant impact on how the 
police treat the truckers at the road checkpoints, demonstrating a greater than average ability to 
enforce discipline compared to police commanders with a background in militias and the army. 
However, when it comes to taking illegal road tolls, the picture changes dramatically. On the basis of the 
enumerators’ data it seems more common for police units led by professional CoPs to engage in illegal 
toll collection, while former army officers instead appeared to be leading the least corrupt police units. 

The survey data does not show any decrease in police corruption in the cities, where oversight of the 
police by other government agencies and civil society and supervision by the MoI is presumed to be 
stronger. However a variety of factors need to be taken into account, such as the fact that better 
supervision might be offset by the presence of greater opportunities to collect illegal tolls near the 
cities. The picture also looked patchy as far as the impact of the ANA ‘supervision’ on police behaviour is 
concerned; probably a key factor is the attitude of individual ANA commanding officers, but this survey 
is not able to shedlight on this point. 

Although there is no guarantee that drivers will be well treated by the police when driving within their 
own macro-regions (defined as north of the Hindukush and south of the Hindukush), the chance of 
friction with the police occurring appears significantly higher for those travelling outside their own 
region. Travelling in a foreign country can be an even worse experience; one driver mentioned how the 
Peshawar-Torkham road in Pakistani territory means getting asked for money continuously. These 
findings highlight persistent problems in the national integration of the police force which, in the case of 
the ANP, is almost completely recruited locally. 

The provinces with the best police treatment of truckers were spread across the spectrum of violence; 
illegal tolls were also dispersed withoutregardfor the level of violence in a particular province. Khost, the 
most violent province (per capita), ranked near the bottom of the police treatment of truckers rankings, 
but Takhar with the same rating for police behaviour is one of the least violent provinces. Fairly violent 
provinces like Ghazni, Laghman, Wardak and Logar all have the best ratings of police treatment of 
truckers. While there could always be factors which explain corrupt police behaviour even in provinces 
not seriously affected by the insurgency, on the whole one would expect to see a closer match between 
levels of violence and police behaviour if the two were linked somewhat. The correlation between the 
level of violence and the collection of illegal tolls is somewhat stronger than with police treatment of 
truckers, even if not particularly strong.  

From the perspective of the drivers what aggravates the situation is that the police on the roads have 
not been very effective at keeping bandits away. Instead most drivers stated that they had encountered 
bandits on the roads while driving their routes. Asked to rate the risk of encountering bandits along their 
routes, drivers’ answers were then coded. The average rating was 2.7 out of a 1-4 range, with 4 being a 
high risk. Only 17.8% of the drivers rated their routes as not being at any risk from bandits, while over 
41% rated the risk as high. 



 

3 
 

Drivers also complain about private security companies. The police should, in principle, protect drivers 
not just from bandits and insurgents, but also from capriciously behaving private security companies, 
who often restrict traffic and abuse drivers. On a positive note, by 2012 checkpoints by insurgents were 
rare on the roads. 

Among the variety of other road tolls collected by various agencies of the Afghan state is worth noting 
that checks by the counter-narcotics officials never resulted in the release of a receipt, while 
overcharging by Department of Transport officials was common. Ministry of Public Works officials were 
also reported to be particularly aggressive in claiming its undue tolls. Multiple (and therefore illegal) 
collections of municipal taxes were also reported. Recently, a centralized system of collecting taxes has 
been established for some of the tolls, which has been effective in reducing corruption. The tolls 
gathered by the Ministry of Public Works and the Municipality are now collected for one time at the first 
customs checkpoint where goods are imported into the country. This measure has been welcomed by 
truck drivers, though it is not clear how suitable police centralisation of this kind is. 

The methodology adopted for this survey does not allow determining whether the relatively low salaries 
of the police are a factor driving petty corruption. Perhaps the police are too poorly paid for the difficult 
task that they have received, but the ineffectivenessof the numerouspolice checkpoints compared to 
the presence of bandits on the road also seems to indicate a deeper problem. 

Considering that the police at present have little positive impact on the security of drivers along the 
roads, while being seen as a major source of harassment, one might even question the need for police 
checkpoints. A more proactive model of patrolling the highways couldhave better deterrent effects on 
bandits, while the absence of checkpoints might reduce extortion. Where checkpoints are maintained, 
they should be regularly supervised; drivers should be able to report abuses to an independent agency 
with oversight authorityover the police. Only in this way can corruption may be mitigated.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 

Much has been said and written about the corruption of the police in Afghanistan and in particular 
about the widespread practice of collecting illegal road tolls from drivers—namely truck drivers—as one 
of the most obvious manifestations ofpetty of corruption.The victims, who often pay out of their own 
pocket,particularly resent this type of petty corruption. 

Otherforms of police corruption, such the smuggling of narcotics, might be considered a greater threat 
to the Afghan state, but to the average Afghan (and the driver on the road) it is this type of petty 
corruption that matters most. The overall cost to truck drivers and trucking businesses can be quite 
significant. Even more importantly are the political and economic costs of these illegal tolls for the 
Afghan society as a whole.  

As discussed by Ahmad Rashid, the most important social groups that supported the Taliban movement 
when they first emerged from Kandahar in 1993 were those in the transportation sector – truck drivers 
and transportation businesses– and merchants. Resentful of paying frequent tolls on roads and trade 
routes to the militia factions that controlled the country at that time, the transportation businesses and 
merchants supported the Taliban, who promised to remove these checkpoints and ease transportation 
and trade.1In 2002-2003 the warlords’ militias were again controlling checkpoints along the roads; those 
have been disbanded with the DDR programme of 2003-2005, only to have their place taken by the 
Afghan National Police.  

From 2006 onwards Afghanistan has been sliding back into a large-scale conflict, as the insurgency of 
the Taliban gained strength. An obvious question to be answered is how policing has been affected and 
what the implications are for any study of policing in Afghanistan. Undoubtedly, the police have been 
absorbed more and more into the counter-insurgency effort and the conditions in which it operates 
have worsened. In such circumstances, expectations concerning the quality of policing should be 
modest. Still, the challenge of the insurgency can also be viewed in a different way – as a factor that 
should stimulate the Afghan state to improve its performance. After all, it has been argued that war 
makes the (surviving) states stronger.2Police extortion in the form of illegal tolls might not only tarnish 
the reputation of the police as the main law-enforcement apparatus of the state and undermine state 
legitimacy; it might also revive the old problems that contributed to the success of the Taliban in the 
first place. Press reports have been appearing from time to time, reminding us of this problem, which  

                                                        
1 Ahmad Rashid, The Taliban, London: Tauris, 2000.  
2 Jeffry Herbst, ‘Responding to state failure in Africa’, International Security, 21, winter 1996-7; Charles Tilly, ‘War 
Making and State Making as Organized Crime’, in Peter Evans, Dietrich Rueschemeyer and Theda Skocpol, eds, 
Bringing the State Back In, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985, pp. 169-191. 
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doesn’t seem to go away.3In terms of the economic cost of illegal tolls on society, traders and drivers 
mostly comment that the extra cost is factored in and that clients and customers pay for it: 

Military clients can easily absorb the extra costs tacked onto shipments, but for common or 
household goods that are also in transit, the burden is simply shunted down the chain. "The 
trader will never pay that amount from his own pocket, he'll just add it on to the price of the 
goods,” also noted Sayed TaherRoshan, head of the Chamber of Commerce in Balkh Province. 
"Of course, the only ones who suffer are the end consumers."4 

From time to time, however, there have been claims that the cost of illegal road toll extortion has a 
major depressive impact on the economy and discourages investment.5 By one calculation, on the 
Kabul-Jalalabad road alone, illegal road tolls amount to US $50,000 each month.6 

Often truck drivers have protested against this type of extortion. However, little research has gone into 
investigating this practice, despite the fact that compared to other types of police corruption this one is 
eminently observable. In terms of evidence, what is availableare mainly newspaper reports and oral 
testimonies, which every driver can relate to. 

This project on mapping the extent of illegal road tolls in Afghanistan is part of IWA’s public services 
monitoring programme and was meant to fill this gap and start studying the problem in a systematic 
manner. The field research was conducted in mid-2012. Because it is the first study of this kind, the 
present report is not able to compare the findings of mid-2012 with the previous situation and therefore 
cannot comment on whether its findings represent an improvement or a worsening of the situation. 
Only the repetition of a similar research exercise in the future would make it possible to measure any 
trend in the collection of illegal road tolls. 

The present report assesses differences in the collection of illegal road tolls around Afghanistan and the 
impact of several factors in encouraging or allowing the police to indulge in the collection of illegal tolls. 
In a previous publication, the authors formulated hypotheses concerning factors affecting corruption 
among the police, based on interviews with police officers, police advisers and various types of 
observers of police activity. Among those factors were some that could suitably be tested with 
observation on the ground: 

- The level of professionalism (assessed on the basis of the educational background of the 
provincial Chiefs of Police) – interviewees often argued that professional police would 
be much more likely to oppose corrupt and abusive behaviour; 

- The proximity to urban centres and police headquarters – observation suggested that 
checkpoints were under much closer supervision the closer they were to police HQ 
(which are in provincial capitals); 

                                                        
3 Chris Sands, ‘Afghan truck drivers quiver from lawlessness, not Taliban’, Chronicle Foreign Service, 28 May 2007; 
‘Afghan truck drivers accuse government officials of bribery at Pak-Afghan border’, Pajhwok, 1 August 2012. 
4 Rohullah Rahimi, ‘Axel grease, palm grease’, Afghanistan Today, 7 September 2011.  
5 ‘Economic Downturn Points to Uncertain Future in Afghanistan’, Voice of America, 5 April 2012 
www.voanews.com/content/economic-signs-of-an.../179857.html 
6 Enqelabi Zwan, ‘Highway Robbery on Major Afghan Road’, Afghanistan Recovery Report, 25 September 2012.  

http://www.voanews.com/content/economic-signs-of-an.../179857.html
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- The presence of some form of supervision or oversight, even unplanned (anecdotal 
reports suggested that in some areas Afghan army outpost kept an eye on neighbouring 
police checkpoints); 

- The security environment – interviewees often mentioned that police tended to behave 
worse when under heavy pressure from the insurgency.7 

Apart from mapping the extent of illegal road toll collection, the present study also tests the above 
hypotheses with empirical data. Usually an effective way to gather empirical evidence on police 
corruption is court cases, but in the peculiar context of Afghanistan this option is not available due to 
the unavailability of judicial records. Therefore, the authors of this report have not been able to confirm 
the findings of the survey with judicial evidence, nor use the latter to formulate explanations. 

This research does not deal exclusively with the police, even if that is indeed the main focus; the last 
section discusses evidence of illegal tolls taken by other state agencies. There are a range of agencies 
entitled to collect tolls, and some which are not authorized to collect tolls but do so anyway: district 
administrations, Ministry of Public Works, Ministry of Transport, etc. The purpose of that section is to 
complete the picture relative to road tolls in Afghanistan, showing the extent of legal and illegal 
‘taxation’. 

The purpose of this report is to contribute to the understanding of policing in Afghanistan and in 
particular the dynamics affecting corruption. It does not pretend to provide easy solutions to a complex 
problem. First and foremost it aims to provide the first snapshot of the dimensions of the problem and 
then to test hypotheses on its causes. The aim is to contribute to inform targeted anti-corruption 
strategies. This analysis will hopefully become part of a growing evidence-based literature on policing in 
Afghanistan. 

The report is divided into four sections. The first presents an overall picture of the problems faced by 
Afghanistan’s drivers on its roads, in particular assessing the extent of extortion and illegal behaviour by 
the police. The second section tests a series of hypotheses about what drives corruption and abuse of 
power within the police. The third shows how complaints over the failure of the police to even provide 
security are common. Finally, the fourth section discusses the variety of other agencies (apart from the 
police), which are involved in extorting money from drivers through illegal tolls.  

 

1.1 Methodology 
The research for this project has been divided in two separate parts. The first one consists of surveys 
conducted by enumerators travelling along the roads of Afghanistan together with truck drivers, (see 
Table 2 for the list of roads) while taking notes of their observations and taking GPS coordinates. The 
enumerators were experienced surveyors and for each trip a questionnaire was used that required 
recording the location of police checkpoints, the amount of illegal tolls collected, police treatment of 

                                                        
7 Antonio Giustozzi and Mohammad Isaqzadeh, Policing Afghanistan, London : Hurst, 2013. Please refer to this text 
for a background on policing in Afghanistan. 
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truckers and questions about factors that could possibly impact the tolls and police behaviour.8 Truck 
drivers were informed about the objective of the research and the associated risk as the enumerators 
needed to carry GPS units with them in order to record the location of police checkpoints. A total of 24 
enumerators’ trips were taken along which 377 police checkpoints were surveyed. The second part of 
the research consisted in interviews with truck drivers in the main urban hubs, from where they travel 
to the rest of Afghanistan. Truck drivers in Afghanistan are typically private and working for small 
businesses with one or two trucks and may carry commercial goods, belonging to private businesses, or 
military/NGO goods, belonging to NGOS, government or military. For the enumerators’ trips, we chose 
only the trucks that carried private goods to better protect the enumerators’ safety, as those carrying 
military/NGO goods are sometimes attacked by insurgents. For interviews, both types of truck drivers 
were included since these interviews were done in the safety of urban centers. In both surveys attempts 
were made to randomly select truckers who carry different types of goods in order to cover the 
different experiences that the carriers of different goods may have. In total 149 face-to-face, structured 
interviews were carried out with drivers, mostly collecting factual information about their travels and 
commentary about the experience of driving on the main highways.  

The report mainly relies on the enumerators’ data since it appeared to be more reliable when 
processed. Perhaps unsurprisingly, truck drivers were often approximate in their answers, when 
discussing matters such as the location of the checkpoints, the amount paid, the behaviour of the police, 
especially when the checkpoints followed each other in rapid succession every few kilometres. In the 
case of a few provinces, the drivers’ interview-based reports differed substantially from the reports of 
the enumerators, even dramatically so, reporting different levels of extortion and abusive behaviour. 
Since the presence of police checkpoints on the highways fluctuates, it might well be that several drivers 
had a quite different experience on particular stretches of the highway compared to what the 
enumerators had. That being said, it is also likely that drivers tended to simplify and synthesize their 
driving experience in a few statements, or that they struggled to remember in detail all that they 
experienced along the highway since they often had to go, on a single trip, through more than 20 state 
agencies’ checkpoints – police and non-police – that gathered tolls. 

The police check pointsthe enumerators encountered (the first part of the research) were distributed 
among the different provinces as shown in Table 1. Because of the imprecision in the identification of 
checkpoints by the drivers during the interviews (the second part of the research), it is not feasible to 
indicate with any precisions where the checkpoints that they referred to in the interviews were located.   

At the planning stage the possibility of interviewing police officers as well was considered. It was 
decided that it would not have been an effective way to gather information about corruption, as corrupt 
police officers would not admit to it and others might have personal reasons for overstating or 
understating the case. Interviews with police officers might have been provided useful material to 
analyse the behaviour of the police, but the cost of carrying out a sufficient number of interviews turned 

                                                        
8 For more details, please refer to the survey instrument in the appendix. 
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out to be too high to feature in this project. Incorporating police interviews in future research would 
represent a natural follow up to this study, to explore the causes of the problem.9 

 
Table 1: Location of police checkpoints as recorded by enumerators 

Province  

No. 
ofCheckp
oints Province 

No of 
Checkp
oints 

Badghis 7 Khost 3 
Baghlan 32 Kunduz 2 
Balkh 22 Laghman 1 
Bamyan 9 Logar 7 

Farah 71 
Nangarh
ar 12 

Faryab 6 Nimruz 9 
Ghazni 10 Paktia 13 
Ghor 15 Parwan 23 

Helmand 9 
Samanga
n 12 

Herat 30 Sar-i Pul 1 
Jowzjan 1 Takhar 3 
Kabul 26 Wardak 18 
Kandahar 16 Zabul 16 

 
 
Table 2: Frequency of checkpoints by road 

Province 
Length 
(km) Checkpoints 

Check 
post/km 

Kunduz-Mazar 305 32 9.5 
Kunduz-Pul-i Kumri 105 4 26.3 
Pul-i Kumri- Mazar 200 29 6.9 
Mazar- Maimana 275 1 275.0 
Maimana-Herat 475 10 47.5 
Maimana-Qala-i Now 305 9 33.9 
Qala-i Naw-Herat 170 1 170.0 
Herat-Kandahar 565 70 8.1 
Kandahar-Kabul 490 23 21.3 

Kandahar-Ghazni 350 12 29.2 

                                                        
9 It could also allow the researcher test hypotheses about factors driving corruption, which the methodology 
utilised in this study is not suitable for. In the event of this study being repeated periodically, interviewing with 
police officers might be incorporated, should funding allow for it. 
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Qalat-Ghazni 215 2 107.5 
Ghazni-Kabul 140 13 10.8 
Kabul-Mazar 430 39 11.0 
Kabul-Jalalabad 150 16 9.4 
Herat-Islam Qala 116 3 38.7 
Herat-Kandahar 815 70 11.6 
Kabul-Kunduz 335 18 18.6 
Kabul-Chaghcharan 580 25 23.2 
Chaghcharan-Herat 425 3 141.7 
Jalalabad-Torkham 75 0 0.0 
Kabul-Khost 228 19 12.0 
Kunduz-Faizabad 245 1 245.0 
Zaranj-Delaram 218 6 36.3 
Mazar – Hayratan 82 6 13.7 
    
Kabul-Herat-Faizabad 1612 65 24.8 
Herat-Kabul-Torkham-Khost 1726 134 12.9 

 
As shown in Table 1, there is a very high degree of variation in the distribution of checkpoints in the 
provinces. The highest numbers of police check points are located in the Farah province with 71 
checkpoints and the smallest number of checkpoints in Laghman, Jawzjan and Sar-I Pul, with one 
checkpoint recorded for each of these three provinces. Table 2 shows the average space between 
checkpoints for each main stretch of the highways and main roads; it also shows in aggregate the total 
for the northern half of the road networks and for the southern half;it can be noted that checkpoints in 
the northern-half are about twice as frequent as in the south. Considering that the south is by far the 
most insecure part of the country, this finding suggests that providing security along the highways might 
not be the primary driver behind the establishment of checkpoints. 
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2. THE OVERALL PICTURE 
 
 
 
Before the report proceeds to discussing the hypotheses outlined in the introduction, it is necessary to 
outline how road transport in Afghanistan is affected by unlawful behaviour. This will first be addressed 
from the drivers’ perspective. Then illegal tolls and abusive police behaviour will be discussed in greater 
detail. All the maps of this report and more are available on line in bigger size.10 
 

2.1 The drivers’ experience  
 
The experience of driving through Afghanistan can be nerve-wracking; in parts of the country the 
constant succession of checkpoints is reminiscent of medieval and early modern Europe, to include the 
debate then on-going about the need to unify the toll system in order to facilitate trade and 
commerce.11 See Map 1 for a real journey as carried out by one of the enumerators. As said above, it is 
not just the police who cluster along the highways and demand payments from the truck drivers. A host 
of other agencies also claim the right to tax drivers. Sometimes this is on the basis of legal authorization 
and sometimes not so. The police, however, are the most feared ones since they are armed and are 
perceived to have the power to create trouble, mostly in the form of gratuitous acts of violence such as 
arresting recalcitrant drivers, which seems very uncommon. There is no doubt the main reason must be 
that drivers are afraid of the police. However several of the drivers reported (or were documented by 
the enumerators) resisting demands for payment by the police. In a few cases some drivers even 
managed to flee without paying. It is mostly small traders moving goods of modest value who are 
inclined to resist the extortion system: 

The livestock owner bought 20 bags of straw from Zangal village, about 15 kilometres from 
Imam Sahib, and he needs to take the straw to Kunduz City to feed his animals. But Wazir, who 
has been making the same journey for years, faces a difficult choice: pay the bribes the officials 

                                                        
10 http://www.iwaweb.org/docs/maps/001.pdf  
http://www.iwaweb.org/docs/maps/002.pdf  
http://www.iwaweb.org/docs/maps/003.pdf  
http://www.iwaweb.org/docs/maps/004.pdf  
http://www.iwaweb.org/docs/maps/005.pdf  
http://www.iwaweb.org/docs/maps/006.pdf  
http://www.iwaweb.org/docs/maps/007.pdf  
http://www.iwaweb.org/docs/maps/008.pdf  
http://www.iwaweb.org/docs/maps/009.pdf  
http://www.iwaweb.org/docs/maps/010.pdf  
http://www.iwaweb.org/docs/maps/011.pdf  
http://www.iwaweb.org/docs/maps/012.pdf  
http://www.iwaweb.org/docs/maps/013.pdf  
http://www.iwaweb.org/docs/maps/014.pdf  
11 See Lawrin Armstrong et al., (eds), Money, Markets and Trade in Late Medieval Europe, Leiden : Brill, 2006. 

http://www.iwaweb.org/docs/maps/001.pdf
http://www.iwaweb.org/docs/maps/002.pdf
http://www.iwaweb.org/docs/maps/003.pdf
http://www.iwaweb.org/docs/maps/004.pdf
http://www.iwaweb.org/docs/maps/005.pdf
http://www.iwaweb.org/docs/maps/006.pdf
http://www.iwaweb.org/docs/maps/007.pdf
http://www.iwaweb.org/docs/maps/008.pdf
http://www.iwaweb.org/docs/maps/009.pdf
http://www.iwaweb.org/docs/maps/010.pdf
http://www.iwaweb.org/docs/maps/011.pdf
http://www.iwaweb.org/docs/maps/012.pdf
http://www.iwaweb.org/docs/maps/013.pdf
http://www.iwaweb.org/docs/maps/014.pdf
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want from him and ensure his family are fed, or face the wrath of those he resists.  “If I pay 250 
Afghanis at each security checkpoint for the straw on my truck, it'll exceed the amount I paid for 
the entire load,” he protests, thumping his fist angrily into one of the bags perched beside him.12 

Although the drivers maintain that the police sometimes will fire on trucks if their tolls have not been 
paid, or break the truck’s glass, or again detain truck and driver for a few days at the roadside, no chases 
by police vehicles were recorded by the field researchers. That the police did not bother to go after the 
fugitives was probably due to the abundance of alternative prey: it seems to have been more profitable 
for the police to ‘tax’ the next driver rather than go after the odd recalcitrant one. Still these episodes 
highlight that although most drivers are resigned to their fate and know what awaits hem on the road, 
some are so upset that they keep fighting. One enumerator reported how his driver resisted paying the 
amount requested by the police at the Qalat checkpoint and negotiated until he managed to bring it 
down to 135 Afs from a ‘far higher’ amount.  

Undoubtedly, for the large majority of drivers who are truck owners the constant toll-taking is a major 
source of financial loss. At least one driver complained of having to borrow money at times in order to 
be able to pay all the tolls imposed on him.13 On top of the financial cost, the drivers have to withstand 
frequent abuse and violence by the police, who at times will stop the truck shouting and demanding 
money. 

“The patrolman who was on duty in the Nimruz Kamar Band was talking in an abusive manner 
with the driver. He said that if you don’t pay khayraneh [meaning “tip” but in general used for 
illegal tolls collected by state agencies], you have to stay here, and driver told him that why I 
should stay here. As a result the driver paid khayraneh to the patrolman”.  

    [Enumerator observation, Nimruz] 

Sometimes the police would go as far as humiliating the driver: 

“The patrolman was standing on the road and each truck driver that wanted to pass had to pay 
money to him. The driver gave the money to the police, who however dropped it to the ground. 
As a result, the police stopped the truck and told to the driver first, why don’t you pay enough 
money, then told him to get the money from the ground near his feet and give it to the police”.   

     [Enumerator observation, Bakwa – Farah] 

A typical trick practiced by police operating in densely populated areas, where their behaviour could 
easily be observed, is to stop trucks and hold the driver and his truck until he pays: pretending to be 
checking irregularities: 

“The security forces took the truck to the checkpoint, and wanted to take a high amount of 
money from driver. The reason that police had an abusive behavior was so that driver would pay 
a high amount of money. The driver just stayed calm and tried to avoid any bad reaction”. 

    [Enumerator observation, Argandy square, Kabu 

                                                        
12 Gul Rahim Niazman, ‘Bribe and prejudice’, Afghanistan Today, 27 October 2012. 
13 Driver on Herat-Kabul road, mid-2012. 
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The drivers are even more vulnerable because more often than not they are not complying with various 
regulations, having to do with circulation rules, commercial transport regulations, etc.: 

“The police at Sanag Naweshta checkpoint tease the drivers for different reasons such as 
expired registration, or overload, or forbidden goods, or underpayment of custom duty, as well 
as some other excuses. As a result the drivers are made to pay high amounts of Khayraneh to 
police, and drivers already complained to some organisations but no one cares about what their 
problem is”. 

     [Enumerator’s observation, Kabul] 

A driver on the Kandahar ring road mentioned that what was irritating him the most was the ‘blocking 
the road by ISAF convoys, bandits and security companies’. The Taliban do not seem to rank highly 
anymore among the worries of drivers, except for those carrying ISAF goods, who are regularly targeted 
for attack.14 

Map 1 provides a visual overview of what the driver, accompanied by the project’s enumerator, 
experienced on the route from Herat to Kabul. The driver, as shown in the map, had to pay tolls to the 
Ministry of Public Works (MoPW) and Ministry of Transportation (MoTA) in addition to paying legal and 
illegal taxes at customs checkpoints. However, it is clear that illegal tolls collected by the police are the 
most significant element of driver’s experience in this trip because of their high frequency and the 
arbitrary and sometimes abusive behaviour of the police when collecting these tolls. The next sections 
look in more detail at the scope and frequency of these tolls and police behaviour. 

                                                        
14 See Bandits below. 
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Map 1: one driver’s drive from Herat to Kabul 
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Chart 1: Illegal toll taking by Afghanistan’s police (enumerators’ reports). All in Afghanistan in % 
  

 
 
Chart 2: Are you happy with the way the police treated you on your route? (Answers in %) 
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2.2 Dimensions of the problem 

2.2.1 Illegal tolls 

If we try to move beyond first impression, a glance at the map portraying the findings of the 
enumerators shows a relatively complex picture. Overall, the enumerators found almost 59% of the 
police checkpoints to be taking ‘khayraneh’ (illegal tolls), with 41% not taking them (see Chart 1). 
That is almost two thirds of police checkpoints charging illegal tolls. The average amount obtained 
by the police (sometimes extorted, often obtained without resistance) was approximately 300 Afs 
according to the notes of the enumerators. The random (not necessarily representative) sample of 
interviewed drivers tended to estimate the amount paid to the police in illegal tolls at lower levels: 
the average reported in the interviews was about 215 Afs (See Table 3). The average varied widely 
from province to province, from a peak of 2,750 Afs in Khost to a minimum of 20 Afs in Jowzjan and 
Samangan. The perception of the police being involved in forms of corruption and abuse of power, 
so widespread in Afghanistan, is therefore not unwarranted. 34.2% of those interviewed stated that 
they were very unhappy with the behaviour of the police while 28.2% were unhappy (see Chart 2).  

To fully understand how much truck drivers have to pay in illegal tolls, it is useful to look at the total 
and average tolls paid in each trip along major routes in Afghanistan (See Table 5). Only in one of the 
trips, the route from Herat to Islam Qala, the truck driver, as recorded by our enumerator, paid no 
illegal tolls to the police, although the driver did have to pay one toll on the way back. The truckers 
did have to pay illegal tolls along all other routes when accompanied by an enumerator.  

The lowest frequency and amounts of tolls were collected in the North where drivers often had to 
pay between two and five tolls in a journey and with the total amount of tolls in each journey 
amounting to 40 Afs along the Badakhshan – Baghlan route (0.11 Afs/km), with the highest toll of 
220 Afs on the Kabul – Mazar-i Sharif route (0.40/0.51 Afs/km depending on the direction) (See 
Table 4). The main exception to this pattern was the short Mazar-Hayratan route, where truckers 
were charged 1.83/3.05 Afs/km depending on the direction. South of the Hindu Kush the route from 
Khost to Kabul was the worst – as the trucker had to pay an average of 53 Afs per km on the way to 
Kabul and almost 16 Afs on the way back. The Kabul-Torkham route followed, with 6 Afs/km. 
Nimruz-Kabul was also fairly expensive at 2.58 Afs/km (See Table 4). 

There was no obvious correlation between the number of checkpoints and the average tolls paid per 
km: Kabul-Herat with 24 checkpoints had a average per km of 1.03 Afs, while Khost-Kabul with 10 
checkpoints had over 53 Afs/km. The variation in the amount paid was 302 times between maximum 
and minimum of amount paid per check post and 464 times between maximum and minimum of the 
amount paid per km. 

Maps 3 to 7 present the police checkpoints and whether or not they collect illegal tolls. Red stars 
mark the checkpoints that collect illegal tolls while those that do not collect tolls are marked by blue 
stars. Considering Maps 3 to 5, the most striking feature is the high density of checkpoints that 
collect illegal tolls in the Herat-Farah-Nimruz stretch of the highway connecting Herat to Kabul (Map 
3). 62 out of the total 74 checkpoints in these three provinces collect illegal tolls.   A more general 
observation is that checkpoints tend to cluster together. Long stretches of the highways are 
completely free from them and other stretches have a checkpoint every few kilometres. This might 
be due to some parts of the highway network being considered more in need of being secured than 
others, although observing the locations this explanation looks doubtful as long stretches 
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characterised by heavy insurgent presence are left uncovered. In Kandahar and Helmand, the 
number of police checkpoints seem to have declined dramatically from 2008, when 14 were counted 
just on the Kandahar-Girishk (Nahr-i Seraj) stretch. It should be noted that our survey only covered 
the main highways, where long-range commercial traffic travels. There have been reports of many 
checkpoints existing (and of their number growing) also on provincial roads, at least in the south.15 

Map 6 shows the road from Kabul to the northern provinces. In this region, only 30% of the police 
checkpoints collect illegal tolls, that is 13 out of a total of 42 posts. At first glance this would seem to 
make sense, given that the northern environment is much less affected by the state of conflict, 
which prevails in the south. However, there are pockets of checkpoints collecting illegal tolls even in 
areas unaffected by the insurgency, such as in the middle of Bamyan. 

Map 7 confirms that the impact of the insurgency on the behaviour of the police is uneven. The map 
shows the checkpoints in Kabul and the roads to Khost and Nangarhar. In the capital itself, a total of 
25 checkpoints were reported, 14 of which collected illegal tolls—that is, 56% of the checkpoints. In 
Laghman and Nangarhar, where the insurgents had a strong presence at the time of the survey, a 
total of seven checkpoints were recorded on the road to Pakistani border, of which 3 collected illegal 
tolls. Meanwhile, on the Kabul-Khost route, also crossing a territory seriously affected by the 
insurgency, a total of 15 checkpoints were reported in the three provinces of Logar, Paktiya and 
Khost. All the checkpoints in these provinces, 100% of the checkpoints, collected illegal tolls. 
Evidently it is not possible to establish an automatic link between the security situation and the 
behaviour of the police.  

 

 

Table 3: Illegal Tolls (Averages)  
Average amount of khayraneh as declared by truck drivers in 
interviews (Afs.) 

214.4 

Average amount as observed by enumerators (Afs.) 298.7 
 
 
 
Table 4: Illegal Tolls Collected by Police on Different Routes (Enumerators' Records) 

Illegal Tolls Collected by Police on Different Routes 
(Enumerators' Records) 

 
 

Route 
Frequency 
of Tolls 

Average 
Tolls 

Total Tolls 
Toll 
value/km 

Khost - Kabul 10 1210 12100 53.07 
Kabul - Khost 6 591.67 3550 15.57 
Kabul - Torkham 3 450 1350 6.00 
Mazar-i Sharif – 
Hayratan 

2 125 250 3.05 

                                                        
15 D. Mansfield, ‘Responding to Risk and Uncertainty: Understanding the Nature of Change in the Rural 
Livelihoods of Opium Poppy Growing Households in the 2007/08 Growing Season’, London : DFID, 2008. 
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Nimruz - Kabul 11 221.82 2440 2.58 

     
Hayratan – Mazar-i 
Sharif 

2 75 150 1.83 

Ghor - Kabul 7 142.86 1000 1.72 
Kabul - Ghor 4 225 900 1.55 
Herat - Kabul 20 69 1380 1.06 
Kabul - Herat 24 55.83 1340 1.03 
Maymana - Herat 5 68 340 0.72 
Mazar-i Sharif – 
Maymana 

5 34 170 0.62 

Islam Qala - Herat 1 70 70 0.60 
Kabul - Jalalabad 3 30 90 0.60 
Kabul – Mazar-i Sharif 6 36.67 220 0.51 
Mazar-i Sharif - Kabul 4 42.5 170 0.40 
Jalalabad - Kabul 1 50 50 0.33 
Mazar-i Sharif – 
Badakhshan 

3 30 90 0.16 

Badakhshan - Baghlan 2 20 40 0.11 
Herat - Islam Qala 0 0 0 0.00 

 
 
 
Table 5: Frequency and average amount of tolls by province (Enumerators) 

Province  
Frequency 
of Tolls  

Total 
Tolls 

Average 
Tolls 

Khost  2 5,500.00 2750.00 
Logar 2 1,500.00 750.00 
Paktya  11 5,450.00 495.45 
Kabul  14 5,230.00 373.57 
Baghlan  8 2,300.00 287.50 
Nimroz 12 3,420.00 285.00 
Kandahar 4 880.00 220.00 
Kunduz 1 200.00 200.00 
Bamyan  5 1,000.00 200.00 
Zabul 5 800.00 160.00 
Ghor  6 900.00 150.00 
Wardak  5 650.00 130.00 
Ghazni  6 780.00 130.00 
Hilmand 2 250.00 125.00 
Laghman 2 200.00 100.00 
Farah  35 3,210.00 91.71 
Badghis 3 270.00 90.00 
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Balkh  6 490.00 81.67 
Hirat  15 800.00 53.33 

Jalal Abad  2 100.00 50.00 
    
Parwan 3 130.00 43.33 
Faryab 5 180.00 36.00 
Samangan  3 60.00 20.00 
Jawzjan 1 20.00 20.00 
Badakhashan 0 0.00 0.00 
Takhar 0 0.00 0.00 
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Map 2: overall view of the enumerators’ findings, illegal tolls 
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Map 3: Police Checkpoints and Illegal Tolls -- Western Afghanistan (1 = 10 Afs) 
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Map 4: Police Checkpoints and Illegal Tolls -- Southern Afghanistan (1-10 Afs) 



 

22 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Map 5: Police Checkpoints and Illegal Tolls -- North Western Afghanistan (1 = 10 Afs) 
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Map 6: Police Checkpoints and Illegal Tolls -- North Eastern Afghanistan (1 = 10 Afs) 
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Map 7: Police Checkpoints and Illegal Tolls -- Eastern Afghanistan (1 = 10 Afs) 
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2.2.2 Police treatment of truckers 

The fact that indulging in illegal toll taking was found to be common does not mean that the police 
were always behaving aggressively towards drivers. Table 6 summarises the reports by the 
enumerators province by province, regarding the treatment of truckers at the checkpoints.16 Chart 3 
shows the data at the national level. Chart 4 illustrates how many of the well behaved checkpoints 
were also abstaining from taking money in each province. As it can be noticed, the treatment by the 
police was predominantly rated as ‘good’ or at least ‘fair’, which is not surprising since truckers 
would be more inclined to rate highly police who does not take money from them. The enumerators 
rated over 86% of the checkpoints as well behaved, often even when they were asking for money. In 
several provinces not one case of abusive treatment other than taking the toll by the police was 
reported. This finding seems thus to suggest that illegal road tolls have become to some extent de 
facto ‘institutionalised’ – in the sense that the police officers are able to extract them with a smile on 
their face as if they were legal taxes. The illegal extortion of road tolls has gradually turned into a 
form of parallel shadow taxation, which drivers and traders expect and prepare for, although it 
would be far-fetched to say that they like it: 

“When we begin our trip from Hairatan we usually prepare around 10,000 Afghanis (230 US 
dollars) in small bills. This is in order to pay from 20 to 200 Afghanis each time to traffic 
police, security checkpoints and transport agencies that line the route,” he said. “And now 
we are used to it.”17 

However, the institutionalization of tolls has not been based on any type of mutual agreement of the 
police and truck drivers and seems far from involving the drivers’ consent. Quite the contrary, the 
institutionalization of the tolls has been achieved more through violence and coercion. When asked 
whether they ever resisted extortion by the police, just over 28% of the drivers answered in 
interviews that they tried at least once (see Chart 5). As shown in Chart 6, those who resisted paying 
khayraneh faced three sanctions. In 36% of the cases, the driver and his truck were put under 
detention from two hours to more than a day until the driver accepted to pay the toll and was then 
released. 14% of the drivers interviewed reported that their vehicles had been damaged at least 
once by the police in response to the drivers’ non-compliance. The most common form of damage 
was breaking the truck glasses and in one case the police damaged the door of the truck. The 
predominant form of retaliation that truck drivers faced for resisting paying khayraneh was physical 
violence against drivers. In 45% of the cases (19 of the forty drivers who resisted), drivers were 
beaten up and physically abused. Perhaps it is the high cost of resistance – whether damages to the 
truck, physical abuse of the driver or cost of detaining the truck – that has helped the 
institutionalization of these tolls. 

It is worth pointing out that although truck drivers are the primary targets of the police, other types 
of drivers are not necessarily immune. Several drivers also reported the police taking khayraneh 
from the long passenger coaches, typically 50-100 Afs. (see Chart 7). Even more drivers recorded 

                                                        
16 Drivers and enumerators were asked to rate police treatment of truckers regardless of whether asking for 
tolls or not. Police behavior was coded in five categories: very good, good, fair, abusive and very abusive. The 
category ‘very good’ indicates that the police were good mannered and polite, ‘good’ that the police treated 
the driver with respect, ‘fair’ that they at least were not abusive, ‘abusive’ that the police verbally abuses the 
driver and ‘very abusive’ that the police used of physical violence against the driver or the truck.  
17 Rohullah Rahimi, ‘Axel grease, palm grease’, Afghanistan Today, 7 September 2011.  
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police taking small amounts of money (10-20 Afs) from the passengers of minivans (See Chart 9). A 
similar number of drivers asserted that the police even take money from private drivers on certain 
routes (See Chart 8). 

Maps 8-12 provide a different level of analysis on police treatment of truckers. These maps are 
produced based on the data collected by the enumerators who accompanied truckers and recorded 
the locations of checkpoints and other details, using GPS devices. Map 8 shows the police treatment 
of truckers and non-police checkpoints (Taliban, bandits, and ANA) along two major roads 
connecting the north and central Afghanistan to Herat, the major city in the west. Driving on the 
road passing through central Afghanistan, connecting Bamyan to Herat, seems to be less challenging 
for truck drivers as there are no Taliban checkpoints and the police treatment of truckers is reported 
to be “good”. On the other hand, there are five Taliban checkpoints on the road from Jawzjan to 
Herat, and the police treatment of truckers seems to be poorer on this route. This is not surprising as 
parts of the Badghis province, which the road crosses, are a Taliban stronghold and the police in that 
province have regularly experienced defections and discipline problems. 

Map 9 shows the road from and Nimroz to Hilmand in the south. The section of the road passing 
from Farah is reported to be the most challenging part of the trip as there are the most frequent 
number of checkpoints collecting tolls (35 checkpoints in one province), collecting over 3,200 Afs in 
total. Although illegal tolls are standard along this route, police treatment of truckers is relatively 
good, except on the Nimruz highway. From Herat through Farah, reports of abusive police treatment 
of truckers are rare.  

Map 10 shows the extension of the ring road from Helmand to Kabul; checkpoints are not very 
frequent along this route and abusive/rude treatment of truckers is reported rather frequently. In 
comparison, Map 11 shows the roads from Kabul to the north and central Afghanistan. Here 
checkpoints are rather frequent, particularly around Kabul, but also on Kabul-Mazar route. This is a 
key supply route, so the heavy police presence is understandable. The comparison between Map 10 
and Map 11 seems to suggest that for Afghanistan’s police, the priority is to protect supply routes 
rather than securing travellers and truckers on the roads. Indeed the best stretch of the southern 
highways, the Kandahar one, has few checkpoints but no abuse is reported there.  

Map 12 depicts the two major roads connecting Kabul to the east – Nangarhar and Khost. The road 
from Kabul to Khost is reported to be the most problematic and dangerous route for drivers. As 
shown in the map, in spite of heavy ANA presence the Taliban are very active in this interval and 
have established their own checkpoints. In addition, the police in the two provinces on this route 
(Paktiya and Khost) are reported to collect the highest tolls per km in the entire country (See Table 
5). It is worth noting that, in line with what was argued with regard to Maps 10 and 11, the Khost 
route is a not a major supply route for the western militaries in Afghanistan. By contrast, the 
Nangarhar route is the third main supply route after the northern and the Spin Boldak routes. Police 
treatment of truckers on the Nangarhar route is among the best recorded in all of Afghanistan, even 
if checkpoints are rare. There is likely to be a greater presence of western military patrols on the 
three supply routes mentioned, a fact that might contribute to better police treatment of truckers. It 
is also possible that police along these routes might be subjected to tighter supervision. 
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It has been shown so far that police professionalism, internal supervision and external oversight all 
have little impact on the behaviour of the police. Another hypothesis worth considering is whether 
discrimination towards different ethnic groups is a factor of some explanatory value. 
 
Table 6: Police behaviour, by province and ranked by treatment of truckers, best first.  
Based on the enumerators’ reports.  

Province 
very good, 
good and fair 

Abusive, 
very 
abusive 

Abusive if 
money not 
given 

not taking 
illegal tolls 

Sar-e Pul 100.0 0.0 0 100.0 
Ghor 100.0 0.0 0 66.7 
Jawzjan 100.0 0.0 0 0.0 
Herat 100.0 0.0 0 0.0 
Nangarhar 100.0 0.0 0 33.3 
Wardak 100.0 0.0 0 0.0 
Logar 100.0 0.0 0 42.9 
Ghazni 100.0 0.0 0 0.0 
Laghman 100.0 0.0 0 0.0 
Samangan 100.0 0.0 0 83.3 
Kandahar 93.8 6.3 0 0.0 
Farah 91.5 8.5 0 5.6 
Parwan 91.3 8.7 0 56.5 
Baghlan 90.6 9.4 0 50.0 
Bamyan 88.9 11.1 0 77.8 
Badghis 85.7 14.3 0 42.9 
Kabul 84.6 15.4 0 46.2 
Faryab 83.3 16.7 0 16.7 
Zabul 81.2 18.8 0 0.0 
Paktia 76.9 23.1 0 7.7 
Helmand 66.7 33.3 0 0.0 
Balkh 54.5 9.1 36.4 31.8 
Kunduz 50.0 50.0 0 0.0 
Takhar 33.3 66.7 0 66.7 
Khost 33.3 66.7 0 0.0 
Nimroz 22.2 77.8 0 0.0 
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Chart 3: treatment of truckers at police checkpoints, according to the enumerators’ reports. (Answers in %) 
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Chart 4: Illegal toll-taking and police treatment of truckers by province, ranked by treatment of truckers, 
best not taking illegal tolls first. Based on interviews with drivers. 

 
 
 
Chart 5:  Have you ever resisted paying khayraneh to the police? (Interviewed drivers, answers in %) 
 

 
 
 
Chart 6: If you resisted paying khayraneh, what happened? (Interviewed drivers)                                                                    
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Chart 7: Does the police take money from coaches? (Answers in %) (Interviewed drivers)                                                                    

 
 
 
Chart 8: Does the police take money from private cars? (Answers in %) (Interviewed drivers)                                                                    
 

 
 
Chart 9: Does the police take money from minivans? (Answers in %) (Interviewed drivers)                                                                    
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Map 8 Police Behaviour and Non-Police Checkpoints (North Western Afghanistan) 
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Map 9: Police Treatment of truckers and Non-Police Checkpoints (Western Afghanistan) 
 



 

33 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Map 10: Police Treatment of truckers and Non-Police Checkpoints (Southern Afghanistan) 
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Map 11: Police Treatment of truckers and Non-Police Checkpoints (Northern Afghanistan) 
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Map 12: Police Behaviour and Non-Police Checkpoints (Eastern Afghanistan) 
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3. TESTING HYPOTHESES ON POLICE TREATMENT 
OF TRUCKERS 
 
 

3.1 The impact of police professionalism 
As mentioned in the Introduction, interviews carried out for the Policing Afghanistan volume (Hurst, 
2013) often argued that professional police would be much more likely to oppose corrupt and 
abusive behaviour. We tested this hypothesis with the data collected by this project. The 
professionalism of provincial Chiefs of Police (CoPs) appears to have a significant impact on the 
police treatment of truckers at the road checkpoints, demonstrating a greater than average ability to 
enforce discipline.18 Although professional CoPs are found more often at the top of the list, leading 
well-behaved police forces, and never at the very bottom of the same list, several CoPs with a 
background in the civil war militias and even some former army officers are found leading well-
behaved police units (See Table 7). The number of provincial chiefs of police is rather small to be 
used for statistical calculations, so the percentages in Table 7 and 8 have to be considered with 
caution. Bearing this in mind, the median police treatment of truckers under the leadership of a 
professional CoP was 92.8% ‘very good, good or fair’, the highest among all types of CoPs as 
classified for this study. The single ‘other educated’ CoP also had a high ranking, while former army 
officers led the worst behaved police units, with just 75.4% behaving ‘very good, good or fair’; 
former militia commanders led police force just a little better than the former army officers’ (See 
Chart 10).  

When it comes to taking illegal road tolls, the picture changes dramatically. In Table 8, police units 
led by professional CoPs tend to cluster towards the bottom of the scale, that is where illegal toll 
taking is most common (see Chart 10). By contrast, the least corrupt police forces tend to be led by 
former militia commanders (apart from the lone ‘other educated’ CoP). Indeed on the basis of the 
enumerators’ data it seems uncommon for police units led by professional CoPs not to engage in 
illegal toll collection; while former army officers instead appeared to be leading the least corrupt 
police units, apart from the lone ‘other educated’ CoP (Table 7 and 8). 

The survey does not provide a definitive explanation of our findings. One might speculate that a 
factor driving illegal road tolls (which could be described as petty corruption) could be the 
involvement of several police units in larger corruption schemes, involving major financial gains (for 
example drug running). In such cases, the revenue coming from illegal road tolls would be less 
attractive and perhaps even comparatively insignificant; perhaps professional police are less 
involved in such schemes. The way police officers are selected could be another explanation: those 
who have to ‘buy’ their appointment would have to recoup their losses somehow and illegal road 
tolls provide an opportunity to do so, while those appointed as a favour to political factions and 
groups (likely to be ex militia) or following strategic and operational considerations such as 
prioritising counter-insurgency (likely to be ex army) might have no such need.  

                                                        
18 See footnote 13 for the project’s coding of police behavior. 
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Table 7: Professionalism of chief of police (defined as type of training and education received) and police 
treatment of truckers, ranking by treatment of truckers (best first). Based on the enumerators’ reports. ‘Regular 
army’ indicates professional military training pre-1992. 

 

Province 

Police chief’s 
professional 
background 

very good, 
good and 

fair 

Abusive, 
very 

abusive 

abusive if 
money not 

given 
Sar-e Pul regular army  100.0 0.0 0 
Ghor ex militia 100.0 0.0 0 
Jawzjan ex militia 100.0 0.0 0 

Herat 
Professional 
police 100.0 0.0 0 

Nangarhar ex militia 100.0 0.0 0 

Wardak 
Professional 
police 100.0 0.0 0 

Logar 
Professional 
police 100.0 0.0 0 

Ghazni ex militia 100.0 0.0 0 

Laghman 
Professional 
police 100.0 0.0 0 

Samangan ex militia 100.0 0.0 0 
Kandahar ex militia 93.8 6.3 0 

Farah 
Professional 
police 91.5 8.5 0 

Parwan 
other 
educated 91.3 8.7 0 

Baghlan regular army 90.6 9.4 0 
Bamyan regular army 88.9 11.1 0 
Badghis regular army 85.7 14.3 0 
Kabul ex militia 84.6 15.4 0 
Faryab regular army 83.3 16.7 0 
Zabul professional 81.2 18.8 0 
Paktia professional 76.9 23.1 0 
Helmand regular army 66.7 33.3 0 
Balkh regular army  54.5 9.1 36.4 
Kunduz ex militia 50.0 50.0 0 
Takhar ex militia 33.3 66.7 0 
Khost regular army 33.3 66.7 0 
Nimroz ex militia 22.2 77.8 0 
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Table 8: Professionalism of police chiefs and bribe-taking, ranking by bribe-taking, least first. Based on the 
enumerators’ reports.  
  

Province Police chief 

Total of checkpoints 
not taking illegal 

tolls in percentage 
Sar-e Pul army 100.0 
Samangan ex militia 83.3 
Bamyan army 77.8 
Ghor ex militia 66.7 
Takhar ex militia 66.7 

Parwan 
other 
educated 56.5 

Baghlan army 50.0 
Kabul ex militia 46.2 
Badghis army 42.9 
Logar professional 42.9 
Nangarhar ex militia 33.3 
Balkh army 31.8 
Faryab army 16.7 
Paktia professional 7.7 
Farah professional 5.6 
Khost army 0.0 
Kandahar ex militia 0.0 
Helmand army 0.0 
Zabul professional 0.0 
Laghman professional 0.0 
Ghazni ex militia 0.0 
Wardak professional 0.0 
Kunduz ex militia 0.0 
Nimroz ex militia 0.0 
Herat professional 0.0 
Jawzjan ex militia 0.0 
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Chart 10: Median good/fine/very good etc. treatment of truckers of police forces + Median police not taking 
illegal tools + Median police taking bribes, according to the professional background of the provincial Chief of 
Police (%). Based on the enumerators’ reports, data in %. Note that the sample was low and in particular a 
single ‘other educated’ provincial Chief of Police was included; hence the percentages are of limited statistical 
significance. 
 

 
 

3.2 Impact of internal supervision 
One hypothesis concerning police treatment of truckers and extortion from the population concerns 
the absence of a strong internal chain of command and supervision of the rank-and-file. 
Observations during the research leading to the publication of the Policing Afghanistan volume 
suggested that checkpoints were under much closer supervision the closer they were to police HQ 
(which are in provincial capitals). To test this hypothesis, one can compare the frequency and the 
average number of tolls raisedin major cities with those in more remote areas. The internal 
oversight and supervision of the police is usually stronger in cities since the police commands are 
usually located in major cities and are more likely to patrol and oversee the rank-and-file there. In 
addition, police leadership is accessible to a larger number of people in major cities, if they are 
dissatisfied with police behaviour and corruption and want to take their grievances to the 
leadership. 

However, the data does not show any relationship between stronger internal oversight of the police 
and police corruption. If we consider five cities (Jalalabad, Kabul, Mazar-i Sharif, Herat, Kandahar), 
the overall rating is as shown in Chart 11 below. The difference from the average (see Chart 8) is 
very marginal, a fact which would seem to suggest that this factor is not a major one in influencing 
the behaviour of the police. As shown in the maps, the frequency and average of tolls gathered in 
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major cities (Kabul, Herat, Kandahar, Mazar-e Sharif and Jalalabad) is not very different from those 
collected out of these major cities. The region with highest frequency of tolls raised is located in the 
south of Herat and in Farah province (See Map 2). With the exception of this interval, however, the 
frequency of tolls increases in major cities and provincial centres, perhaps due to higher 
concentration of police checkpoints and police presence in these areas. Kabul ranks second in terms 
of frequency of tolls collected. In addition, the highest average of tolls, after Khost, Paktya and 
Logar, is recorded for Kabul (See Table 4). This shows that the potential for stronger internal 
oversight does not necessarily translates into less police corruption, a fact which might imply that 
the police leadership may not be interested in seriously tackling the issue. There however a variety 
of factors to be taken into account, such as the fact that better supervision might be offset by the 
presence of greater opportunities to collect illegal tolls near the cities. 

There are reports that the patrolmen who gather up the illegal road tolls may be protected by some 
of their superiors.19 The protection that the rank-and-file may receive from their superiors could 
undermine the extent to which internal supervision of the police could limit illegal tolls collected by 
the police. If professionalism per se does not appear much of a positive impact, might some form of 
external supervision work better? The next paragraph discusses this possibility. 
 
 
Chart 11: rating of police posts in the vicinity of the main cities (enumerators, %). 
 

 
 
 
 

                                                        
19 ‘Truckers shaken down from both sides in Afghanistan, reports show’, CNN, 27 July 2010. See also Giustozzi 
and Ishaqzadeh, Policing Afghanistan, cit. 
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3.3 The ANA as police supervisor? 
One hypothesis that this study wanted to test was the impact on police treatment of truckers of the 
presence of ANA posts in the vicinity of the checkpoints; anecdotal reports gathered while 
researching Policing Afghanistan suggested that in some areas Afghan army outpost kept an eye on 
neighbouring police checkpoints. Would the police behave better when under the ‘supervision’ of an 
ANA post? Maps 3 to 12 show the situation as portrayed by the enumerators. The Table 9 and Chart 
12 summarise the findings: these police posts were significantly worse than the average (See Chart 
13) insofar as their treatment of truckers went. Several drivers seem to consider the ANA a more 
respectable, more dependable institution than the ANP.20 Some others, however, even complained 
about the ANA being itself a source of harassment to drivers: for example a driver on the Herat ring 
road, about Mir Daud post. The picture therefore looks patchy as far as the impact of the ANA is 
concerned; probably a key factor is the attitude of individual ANA commanding officers, but this 
survey is not able to throw light on this point. 
 
 
Table 9 and Chart 12: Treatment of truckers ranking of police checkpoints overlooked by ANA posts. 
Actuals: 

 
North-
west West South North East Total 

Abusive  1 1 2 1 5 
Rude 
(violent)  1 4  1 6 

Good 2  1 6 7 16 

Fair    5 2 7 
 

 
 

                                                        
20 ‘Afghan truck drivers accuse govt officials of bribery at Pak-Afghan border’, Pajhwok, 1 August 2012. 
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Chart 13: rating of police checkpoints by the enumerators (in%) 
 

 
 

3.4 Ethnic and regional discrimination by police 
This study also wanted to test whether the treatment of truckers by the police was affected by 
regional and ethnic discrimination. Although there is no guarantee that drivers will be well treated 
by the police when driving within their own macro-regions (defined as north of the Hindukush and 
south of the Hindukush), the chance of friction with the police occurring appears significantly higher 
for those travelling outside their own region (See Chart 14). Travelling in a foreign country can be a 
much worse experience; one driver mentioned how the Peshawar-Torkham road in Pakistani 
territory means getting asked money continuously. 21  On the other hand, a Pakistani driver 
interviewed for this project stated that Pakistanis get treated worse than Afghans on the northern 
side of the border.22 

These findings highlight persistent problems in the national integration of the police force, which in 
the case of the ANP is almost completely recruited locally. Ethnic tensions have affected Afghanistan 
since at least the 1990s and it would be surprising if the police were immune from the problem. 
Perhaps more in general the impact of an on-going war also contributes to explain the pervasiveness 
of abusive treatment of truckers by the police. The following paragraph tests this hypothesis. 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
21 The seriousness of the problem of extortion from drivers on the Pakistani side of the border is confirmed by 
press reports: ‘Truck drivers block Chaman-Quetta highway’, Business Recorder, January 29, 2013; Matthieu 
Aikins, ‘Stowaway: Traveling the Pakistan-Afghanistan Border by Truck’, Pulitzer Centre, 2 January 2013. 
22 The Pakistani press even reports incidents of torture of Pakistani drivers by the Afghan security forces: 
‘Pakistan seals Torkham border’, The Frontier Post, January 1, 2013. 
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Chart 14: Drivers’ assessment of police treatment of truckers, according to the region of origins of driver (%). 
Sample: 143 drivers, of which five Pakistanis and 15 driving in regions other than their own.  

  

 
 
 

3.5 The impact of a violent environment 
Does the violent environment characterising most of Afghanistan today affect the behaviour of the 
police? In other words, are the police behaving aggressively and charging illegal tolls because of the 
challenging conditions in which it operates? Charts 15 compares the level of violence recorded in 
each province, relative to the size of the population, with the enumerators’ findings concerning 
police behaviour. It appears obvious that there is no strict correlation in either case. The provinces 
with the best police treatment of truckers are spread across the spectrum of violence; illegal tolls 
are also distributed regardless of the level of violence in a particular province. Khost, the most 
violent province (per capita), ranks near the bottom of the police treatment of truckers rankings, but 
Takhar with the same rating for police behaviour is one of the least violent provinces. Fairly violent 
provinces like Ghazni, Laghman, Wardak and Logar all have the best ratings of police treatment of 
truckers. While there could always be factors which explain corrupt police behaviour even in 
provinces not seriously affected by the insurgency, on the whole one would expect to see a closer 
match between levels of violence and police behaviour if the two were linked somewhat. The 
correlation between the level of violence and the collection of illegal tolls is somewhat stronger than 
with police treatment of truckers, even if not particularly strong. The columns showing what 
percentage of policy checkpoints were asking for illegal tolls tend to be higher on the right side of 
the chart, which is also where the levels of violence are higher. 
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Chart 15: Behaviour of police and violence of environment, based on the enumerators’ reports.  
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4.INDICATORS OF POLICE INEFFICIENCY 
 
 
 
The ill behaviour of the police and the extortion of illegal tolls is accompanied by other, more serious 
threats towards the drivers: armed gangs are known to operate along the highways, as are 
insurgents. For this reason the interviews with the drivers featured a set of questions concerning the 
presence of bandits, insurgents and other armed groups along the road, and the behaviour of the 
police towards them.  
 

4.1 Presence of bandits 
Armed gangs exist on Afghanistan’s roads, even though, except for a few routes, the chance of 
meeting one on any particular trip is not very high. The enumerators only reported meeting bandits 
in Badghis two times, but in the interviews several drivers recorded having met bandits on the roads 
in a number of occasions during past trips. In the long run, however, most drivers had encounters 
with bandits. Asked to rate the risk of encountering bandits along their routes, drivers’ answers were 
then coded. The average rating was 2.7 out of a 1-4 range, with 4 being a high risk. Only 17.8% of the 
drivers rated their routes as not being at any risk from bandits, while over 41% rated the risk as high 
(Chart 16). Table 10 indicates the ratings by route. The Herat-Faryab-Mazar route scored the worst, 
followed surprisingly by Kabul-Ghorband (security in Ghorband was worsening rapidly in 2012) and 
less surprisingly by the southern highway Herat/Nimruz to Kabul. The Torkham-Kabul route remains 
the safest in the country, according to the drivers, followed by the Spin-Boldak-Kandahar one. 

Bandits were spotted by enumerators even near Mazar-i Sharif, in Kabul and near the Kabul gate. 
The amounts extorted by them ranged between 1,000 and 2,500 Afs, (as compared with a range of 
20-2,750 Afs extorted by the police). These locations are close to heavily populated areas and the 
presence of bandits there should be considered as quite surprising and not as a positive indicator of 
the effectiveness of policing.Routes of common bandit activity were also registered near Kandahar, 
in Farah, in Nimruz, in Khost, on the Ghazni-Wardak-Kabul stretch, Parwan, Gardez-Kabul and on the 
Badghis-Faryab road. It should be noted that the density of police patrols and checkpoints does not 
necessarily seem to relate with the presence of bandits: apart from Farah, which has a dense 
presence of police checkpoints, and the central part of the Kandahar road, the other stretches of the 
ring road are not heavily patrolled. On the other hand, one driver on the Gardez-Kabul road pointed 
out how the bandits are never very far away from the police… Another driver on the Nimruz-Kabul 
highway commented that ‘if we complain to Taliban, Taliban will look for bandits. Police don’t care.’ 
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Chart 16: risk from bandits on roads as assessed by drivers.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

47 
 

Table 10: Risk of banditry as assessed by drivers in interviews. By route. Answers coded: 
 
Ratings key 
1= no bandits 
2= little risk 
3= yes there is real risk 
4= great risk of bandits 
 
 

 Total score 
Drivers 
assessing 

average 
score 

Pakistan-Torkham-Kabul 28 21 1.3 
Spin Boldak-Kandahar 3 2 1.5 
Pakistan-Khost 9 5 1.8 
Mazar-Ghazni 5 2 2.5 
Kabul-Bamian 13 5 2.6 
Kabul-Ghor 24 9 2.7 
Faryab-Mazar-Hayratan-Kabul 55 19 2.9 
Mazar-Kunduz-Badakhshan 29 10 2.9 
Khost-Kabul 20 6 3.3 
Herat-Nimruz-Kandahar-Kabul-Torkham 137 40 3.4 
Kabul-Ghorband 7 2 3.5 
Herat-Faryab-Mazar 40 10 4.0 

Average risk of bandits                  2.7 
 
 

4.2 Behaviour of private security companies 
Drivers also complain about private security companies. The police should, in principle, protect 
drivers not only from bandits and insurgents, but also from arbitrarily behaving private security 
companies, who often restrict traffic and abuse drivers. The interviewees reported them as a 
nuisance in a number of locations, but particularly on the Herat-Kandahar road. To a lesser extent 
they were mentioned concerning the Ghazni-Kabul stretch and the Badghis-Faryab road. One driver 
mentioned them as the main source of trouble: 

The biggest problem I face is blocking the road by private security companies. Some times 
we have to stop our trucks for 4 to 8 hours to reopen the roads.23 

12 out of 149 interviewees mentioned private security companies as a significant source of 
harassment for the drivers. At least one driver explicitly said that private security guards ask drivers 
for money.24 

 

                                                        
23 Driver on Kabul-Herat road, May 2012. 
24 Driver on Kabul-Khost road, May 2012. 
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4.3 Taliban 
One relevant finding was that, at least from the perspective of a driver, by 2012 checkpoints by 
insurgents were rare. The enumerators only met two in all their trips, between Khost and Paktia, 
where the insurgents were looking for ISAF cargo, and in Badghis, where the Taliban were looking 
for government personnel. In the interviews, the drivers did mention the insurgents as a concern 
relatively often, although significantly less often than the bandits: the average risk was rated at 2.6 
out of a 1-5 scale (See Table 11). Some routes, once affected by the insurgency, appeared to have 
been cleared by mid-2012. For example the Mazar-Kunduz-Faizabad route was the only one rated as 
completely safe. The Herat-Faryab-Mazar route emerged again as the most threatened, followed by 
the Kabul-Bamyan one and by the southern highway. 

Insurgents typically did not bother drivers, even in the past, unless they were believed to carry ISAF 
goods25; Taliban asking for money on the road are usually believed to be a bandit just pretending to 
be a Talib. Several drivers still remembered some of their colleagues’ trucks being damaged by 
roadside bombs, but no recent case was documented. Bandits indeed were however a more 
frequent road companion of the drivers, usually contenting themselves with extracting more money 
from them, rather than using violence or stealing the whole load. However, cases were reported in 
the interviews of drivers being robbed and beaten. 

Table 11: Presence of Taliban as assessed by drivers in interviews. Answers have been coded into numbers 
(see score card below). Answers coded: 

Key to ratings    
1= no Taliban    
2= some Taliban presence on route   
3= strong Taliban presence in restricted areas  
4= yes there are Taliban 
5= strong Taliban presence along most of route  

 
Total 
score 

Number of 
Drivers assessing average score 

Mazar-Kunduz-Badakhshan 10 10 1.0 
Spin Boldak-Kandahar 3 2 1.5 
Faryab-Mazar-Hayratan-Kabul 35 20 1.8 
Kabul-Ghor 18 9 2.0 
Pakistan-Khost 10 5 2.0 
Pakistan-Torkham-Kabul 15 6 2.5 
Mazar-Ghazni 5 2 2.5 
Kabul-Ghorband 5 2 2.5 
Khost-Kabul 31 9 3.4 
Herat-Nimruz-Kandahar-Kabul-Torkham 151 42 3.6 
Kabul-Bamian 19 5 3.8 
Herat-Faryab-Mazar 42 10 4.2 

Average risk                 2.6 

                                                        
25 Chris Sands, ‘Afghan truck drivers quiver from lawlessness, not Taliban’, Chronicle Foreign Service, 28 May 
2007. 
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5. OTHER AGENCIES EXACTING ROAD TOLLS 
 
 

Although among all state agencies the police have the most pervasive presence on Afghanistan’s 
roads, they are by far not the only gatherers of tolls. Many legal tolls are in fact collectable on the 
roads. Alongside legal tolls, illegal tolls might also easily be collected without attracting too much 
attention. Table 12 shows the main road tolls raised according to the enumerators. As it can be 
noted, only district and ‘construction’ fees are always followed by the release of a receipt. Checks by 
the counter-narcotics officials never resulted in the release of a receipt according to the 
enumerators as these are illegal tolls, while all other types of tolls were backed up by receipts to 
varying degrees (14-62%). Officials use the age-old tactic of withholding trucks until the driver pays; 
one driver mentioned counter-narcotics officials holding his vehicle for hours.26 

Often, even when the receipt is released, drivers are overcharged. For example one driver recorded 
how the department of transport officials regularly were taking 50 Afs more than due, pocketing the 
difference. Even the presence of roadwork can turn into another excuse to pilfer the truck drivers: 
blocked roads can miraculously open up for 2-3,000 Afs. At the time of carrying out the field 
research, drivers were complaining a lot about the Salang Pass, where construction workwas going 
on and drivers were being forced to pay in order to avoid remaining blocked on the Salang for days 
and weeks. The personnel of the Ministry of Public Works is also reported to be particularly 
aggressive in claiming its undue tolls, for example breaking the truck’s glass; moreover when the 
traffic is limited and only a few trucks can get through, only the best paying ones get the privilege: 

Blocking the road and problems with MoPW stuff: If we pay money, they will allowyou to get 
through, otherwise you have to stay. The money they ask stuff starts from 500 Afs to as 
much as driver can pay. This trip these MoPW staff also broke my glass, which I paid 5000 
Afs and the reason was that I was not paying any money. The other problem is that Pakistan 
trucks pay high money and we could not pay this amount of money to MoPW staff. As a 
result we arrive after 16 days to our destination.    
 [Interview with truck driver, Parwan] 

The MoPW has the right to levy a toll on transport vehicles, but its officials often negotiate with the 
drivers and offer a discount in exchange for the drivers accepting to do so without a receipt. 

On the stretch of road running through Sorkhakan district, the Afghan Ministry of Public 
Works has a checkpoint tasked with levying a toll on light vehicles as well as trucks carrying 
freight. The checkpoint has a staff of 12 revenue officers from the ministry, who are 
required to collect the toll in Afghan currency, issue a receipt to the driver, and transfer the 
funds to the relevant government bank account. The officers do collect fees, but negotiate a 
discount for drivers who agree not to take a receipt. The lack of paperwork, and the fact that 
fees are collected in Pakistani rupees rather than afghanis, suggest that the funds will never 
reach Kabul. […] “Whenever the transport officials stop me, I put 400 kaldars in their hand 
and drive on. If I asked for a receipt, they’d take 300 afghanis instead of 400 kaldars [six 

                                                        
26 Driver on Kabul-Bamyan road, May 2012. 
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dollars instead of four],” he said. “Since I gain by paying 400 kaldars, I forget about the 
receipt.”27 

Various taxes appear to have been made up altogether: municipal taxes are being charged to drivers 
around Afghanistan, but they are often collected illegally.28 Municipality taxes are to be paid only 
once, against the issuance of an official receipt, in the provincial center where the customs duties 
are levied. However, in reality municipality agents are present at the gate of each major city and 
collect tolls from truckers without issuing any official receipt. The drivers, usually driving overweight 
trucks, are easy prey to government officials who are in charge of checking the weight.29 

At an office in Kamar Mashal in Sorkhakan district, the trucks are driven onto a set of digital 
scales to check their weight and ensure that they are not carrying a load of over 40 tons. 
According to the rules, offending drivers have to remove any excess freight on the spot and 
pay a cash fine. But a sample group of 12 haulage drivers told IWPR that they were regularly 
five, ten or even 20 tons over, and simply handed over sums of 10,000-20,000 rupees (100 
to 200 dollars) to the weighing station staff so that they could drive on with their load intact. 
[…]“Transporting 60 tons of cement to Kabul is more profitable for us than taking 40 tons at 
a time,” he said. “We pay the drivers 1,100 dollars extra for the additional 20 tons, and we 
know they pay more than half of that sum as a bribe to government officials and keep the 
rest themselves. But we still make a huge profit by doing this, as transporting a separate 
load of 20 tons of cement from Torkham to Kabul would cost us up to 3,000 dollars.”30 

Several drivers report being fined for overloading their trucks even when the weight does not 
exceed the regular 40 tonnes. The Ministry of Transport is entitled to levy 4-5% of the value of the 
goods transported depending on the type of road being used, but the amounts being paid appeared 
to often be discounted amounts and receipts were not issued in almost half of the cases.31 As one of 
the drivers revealed: 

“Each truck –including the weight of the truck and the cargo – should be two tonnes per 
wheel. For instance a truck with 12 wheels should weigh 24 tonnes only. The official tax for 
such a truck would be 4,000 Afs and should be paid at Mir Davood Gate outside Herat city. 
However, truckers often reach agreements with the officials at Mir Davood Gate to pay just 
2,500 Afs at Adraskan [approximately 30 km away] and get a fake receipt there. The tolls 
collected at Adraskan are not reported to the state and seem to be shared between 
Adraskan and Mir Davood Gate officials. Drivers are also happy since they would use the 
receipts for the rest of the journey to show that they have paid the toll.” 

Over the past few months, a centralized system of collecting taxes has been established for some of 
the tolls, which has been effective in reducing corruption.  The tolls gathered by the Ministry of 
Public Works and Municipality are now collected for one time at the first customs checkpoint where 
goods are imported into the country. Drivers are issued an official receipt at the customs office and 

                                                        
27 Enqelabi Zwan, ‘Highway Robbery on Major Afghan Road, Afghanistan Recovery Report, 25 September 2012.  
28 Enqelabi Zwan, ‘Highway Robbery on Major Afghan Road, Afghanistan Recovery Report, 25 September 2012.  
29 See also Enqelabi Zwan, ‘Highway Robbery on Major Afghan Road, Afghanistan Recovery Report, 25 
September 2012. 
30 Enqelabi Zwan, ‘Highway Robbery on Major Afghan Road, Afghanistan Recovery Report, 25 September 2012.  
31 Gul Rahim Niazman, ‘Bribe and prejudice’, Afghanistan Today, 27 October 2012. 
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do not have to pay such tolls along the journey again.32 This measure has been welcomed by truck 
drivers and has taken away from Municipality and MoPW officials the chance to indulge in 
corruption. Such a centralized system of collecting tolls has not been established yet for the Ministry 
of Transportation, so officials from this ministry can continue to abuse their position and engage in 
corruption.33 
 
Table 12: Non police tolls, by agency and according to the enumerators’ reports. 
 

 
average 
amount Afs 

variation 
min/max 

receipt given 
% 

    
weighting 1817 50-12,000 15.6 
Public works 600 400-1200 100 
counter-narcotics 500 0 0 
customs 1028.5 20-8000 32.9 
district fees 61.8 50-150 100 
municipality 

1755.9 20-11000 62.3 
traffic 434.6 40-8000 13.7 
transit 257.1 50-3000 54.0 
transport 803.7 20-22000 55.3 

 
  

                                                        
32 Interview with drivers, Kabul, January 2013. 
33 Interviews with drivers, Kabul, January 2013. 
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Map 11: Non-Police Tolls (Western Afghanistan) 
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Map 12: Non-Police Tolls (Eastern Afghanistan) 
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6. CONCLUSION 
 
 

Drivers who have worked as such for many years say that extortion on the roads has reached 
unprecedented levels. Although this project could not test this hypothesis, one cause of this could 
be inflation and rising expectations of income, which also affect the police: 

“I earn my livelihood by driving since long. I did not pay such huge amount even during the 
Mujahiddin era as much I pay to police in Karzai's rule," the driver said.34 

Truckers, who are often small traders, who own their truck and struggle to make a profit, are heavily 
affected by an environment dominated by petty extortion. This is not just because they cannot 
afford to pay, but also because the police are often not fulfilling their task of protecting the drivers. 
Banditry in fact remains common along most routes. While from this research it is not possible to 
measure the actual impact of police corruption and inefficiency on the legitimacy of the Afghan 
state, the negative implications are clear.  

The methodology used in this study allows for mapping the problem, but only offers limited tools for 
diagnosing the causes of the problem. What can be said is that professionalization is not per se a 
solution to the problem: professional police officers might bring better discipline to their men in 
terms of their treatment of truckers, but the data gathered for this study suggests that, if anything, 
illegal road tolls are even more common under the watch of a professional chief of police. There 
might be several reasons for that, not necessarily all implying that professional chiefs are more 
tolerant of corruption, but in any case it seems clear that hoping to eradicate the problem by simply 
appointing more professional police is a chimera.  

This study did not find evidence that the vicinity of police leadership reduced police corruption or 
lowered the frequency or average number of illegal tolls collected by the police. Looking at the 
frequency and average number of tolls raised in provincial centres and major cities (where police 
commands are located) with those in remote areas, one sees that in fact, illegal tolls are gathered 
more frequently in provincial centers and major cities. This finding too seems to imply a lack of 
commitment in the fight against corruption. This study does not deal with the issue of police 
clientelism and the roots of corrupt behaviour, but it would be important to test the extent to which 
lower ranking police are prisoners of a system where they have to pay the higher-ranking ones. If 
confirmed, this would explain how corruption is a very structural problem. 

The data also suggests that violence and war should not be overestimated as factors contributing to 
the corrupt behaviour of the police, as the correlation between the level of violence and the 
presence of illegal road tolls was found to be weak in the data. The hypothesis that supervision from 
above or different form of external oversight might be key to improving the behaviour of the police 
was not fully tested in this study, but the data at least shows that there is no evidence that the 
presence of army posts alongside the police actually improves the police’s treatment of truckers. It is 
likely that it all depends on the attitude and inclination of the officers and NCOs posted to overlook 
the police checkpoints.  

                                                        
34 Daud Tapan, ‘Paktia police accused of taking bribes from drivers’, Pajhwok Afghan News, 16 December 
2011. 
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Recent changes in the way several tolls are collected indicate that tighter central controls can work 
in the case of the civilian agencies of the state (such as Municipalities and MoPW). However, 
effectively supervising the police is likely to be a much greater challenge because of the dispersed 
nature of their operations. Similarly the unification of the tolls system across Afghanistan would 
reduce room for corruption, although implementation might not be easy. In order to understand the 
difficulty of restraining corrupt behaviour among the police and to explain why certain police 
checkpoints behave better than others, in particular, more research is needed. 

Perhaps the police are too poorly paid for the difficult task they have received, but the indifference 
of the many police checkpoints to the presence of bandits on the road also seem to indicate a 
deeper problem with motivation and commitment. The social sciences are ill at ease at addressing 
these types of problems. The study of social organisations and bureaucracies suggest ways to 
exercise effective supervision, but offers few proven recipes for instilling greater commitment and 
motivation into the members of an organisation.  

The experience of some ministries, which centralised legal toll collection and managed to reduce 
abuse, might not be applicable to the police, given that toll collection in this case is entirely illegal. 
Considering that the police at present have little positive impact on the security of drivers along the 
roads, while being seen as a major source of harassment, one might even question the need for 
police checkpoints. A more proactive model of patrolling would have better deterrent effects on 
bandits, while the absence of checkpoints might reduce extortion (although the average amount of 
the tolls might increase). Where checkpoints are maintained, they should be regularly supervised; 
drivers should be able to report abuses to an independent agency with oversight rights over the 
police, in this way can corruption be contained.  
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8. ANNEX 
 
 
Questionnaire used by enumerators 

1. Where is the driver from? 
2. What languages does the driver speak? 
3. What type of goods does the driver usually carry by his truck? 
4. Does the driver usually have an assistant in trips? 
5. Along which routs does the driver usually carry goods? Beginning and endpoint of this 
route. 
6. Along which route is the enumerator accompanying the driver? Write the departure and 
destination. 
7. What type of goods is the truck carrying in this trip? Write all types if more than one. 
8. Where is the enumerator from and what languages does he speak? What is his main 
language? 
9. How does the enumerator know the driver? 
10. Record the date and time of departure. 
11. Record the GPS unit number. 
12. The name of supervisor who accompanies the enumerator to the departure point. 
13. People who are accompanying the driver in this trip. 

Main Table 
With the start of the trip, fill out the attached main table for all check points along this route 
even for check points where no khayraneh is collected by the police. For these check points, 
write 0 as khayraneh amount. 

Behavior Table 
In case of abusive behavior by the police at any checkpoint, fill out the behavior table. 

Bandits table 
If the truck is stopped by the Taliban or bandits at any point, fill out the bandits table. 

Your View about Police Behavior 
If the police behaved differently at different check points, for instance if the police is abusive 
in some points while not in others, please write what in your opinion explains such different 
Behavior. 

Arrival Information 
1. Date and time of arriving at the destination: 
2. Name of supervisor who collects the material: 
3. Signature of the supervisor 
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