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Introduction 

It is widely recognized that the extractive industry in Afghanistan has an enormous potential to 

contribute to economic growth and development; however, a significant majority of extractive 

sites in Afghanistan are estimated to be under the control of non-state actors, often serving 

powerbrokers rather than local communities or the Afghan government (ATR 2015). 

Nevertheless, there is evidence to suggest that both government actors and the mining companies 

they contract are often key actors in reproducing informal extraction, often through links with 

powerbrokers including anti-government groups (Byrd & Noorani 2014; Global Witness 2016; 

IWA 2015). A recent study (Global Witness 2016) suggests that illegal extraction makes 

significant economic contributions to anti-government activities, with an estimated US$ 20 

million from two mining sites in Badakhshan province contributing to anti-government activities 

in 2014, and up to 50% of extractive revenue in these mines benefiting the Taliban, with other 

armed groups such as the Islamic States also implicated.  The study also suggests that local 

communities that have been denied the benefits of formal extraction by the government have 

supported Taliban control of extraction in some districts. 

 

Several studies suggest that local mining communities have high expectations of the positive 

benefits of formal extraction (particularly employment and infrastructure) and these expectations 

often outweigh related concerns; however, mining communities rarely describe their lives 

improving as a result of extraction (ATR 2016; Samuel Hall 2014). Negative impacts of mining 

may disproportionately affect development and livelihood outcomes for marginal groups, 

particularly women, who also have limited decision-making power in relation to the desired 

benefits of extraction, such as services and infrastructure (ATR 2015; Lakhani et al. 2014; 

Samuel Hall 2016). Furthermore, extraction in general and illegal extraction in particular may 

lead to community conflicts, sometimes involving injury and death (Byrd & Noorani 2014; ATR 

2016). In a study conducted by Samuel Hall (2016), stakeholders supported a number of key 

processes related to extraction monitoring, including transparency, particularly around collection, 

management and fair distribution of revenues, and more community engagement, including more 

support for community monitoring and dispute resolution mechanisms. 

 

Although a significant number of studies have been conducted on the political economy of 

formal extraction in Afghanistan, less is known about illegal extraction, particularly in relation to 

the various intersecting socio-political relations between actors involved in illegal extraction, 

possible incentives for supporting formal extraction (and how these weigh up against 

disincentives), how illegal extraction may lead to conflict and disputes and possible mechanisms 

for their resolution, and how transparent monitoring led by local communities may lead to more 

just conditions and benefits for community members. This research project, contracted by the 

United States Institute of Peace, attempts to address these questions through a micro-political 

economic analysis of illegal extraction in key sites in four provinces of Afghanistan (Kabul, 
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Khost, Kunar, and Samangan), all with varying levels of control from actors involved in 

extraction.  

Methodology 

The research was framed by a definition of illegal or informal extraction as any extraction 

operating outside of formal government control. According to the Afghan Constitution and 

Afghan Mining Law, all naturally occurring mineral resources are the property of the state, 

which has legal authority to license and regulate extraction, and manage the sale of mineral 

resources inside or outside the country. Any extraction that occurs outside of this legal 

framework is understood by the government to be illegal or informal. 

 

The research was guided by the following research questions. 

 

- Who are the key actors involved in extraction, what are their specific roles and how do 

they assume these roles?   

- What are the community derived benefits and costs associated with regulated and 

unregulated extraction (income generation, access to fuel, attendant impacts on economy, 

security, services and governance functions provided by mine licensees or controlling 

actors? 

- What are community incentives and disincentives to supporting either illegal or 

formalized extraction? 

- How does extraction contribute to government revenues? 

- How does extraction impact on localized and overall conflict, and on local governance? 

- What should communities be monitoring and how can this contribute to social 

accountability? 

- What recommendations can be made to MoMP (and MoI) concerning the regulation of 

illegal extraction (e.g., tendering, compliance enforcement, and security arrangements), 

community engagement, and community benefits? 

 

In order to address these questions, TLO conducted a comparative analysis of extractive sites in 

four provinces (Kabul, Khost, Kunar and Samangan) with varying geographical and mineral 

characteristics, and with varying levels of control by key actors, including governmental actors, 

tribal elders, powerbrokers, and anti-government groups. The four extractive sites included: ruby 

mines in Jagdalik area in the south of Sorobi district of Kabul province; chromite mines in Tani 

district of southeastern Khost province; chromite and nitrate mines located in Khas Kunar district 

of Kunar province; and coal mines located in Dara-e-Souf district in northern Samangan 

province (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Map of Afghanistan: four provincial extractive sites sampled for the study 

 
 

TLO employed an in-depth qualitative methodology, including focus group discussions (FGDs) 

and in-depth interviews (IDIs) with a range of actors and stakeholders involved in extraction. 

The proposed sampling during the research design included (in each province): three focus 

groups with community members, eight in-depth interviews with community members and 

leaders, two in-depth interviews with non-government powerbrokers, and three in-depth 

interviews with government officials. It was recognized at the design phase that due to each 

extractive site having specific social dynamics, types of actors and stakeholders within each 

participant category would vary across the target sites and might even overlap. For instance, non-

government powerbrokers may include tribal elites, anti-government groups, warlords or local 

commanders, although some of these actors might also adopt a role as a community leader or be 

indirectly or directly linked to the government. 

 

Due to a range of challenges, the original sampling framework could not be maintained (see 

below in relation to challenges). The final sample (see Table 1) included a total of seven FGDs 

with 28 individuals, and 57 IDIs. 
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Table 1: Sample for IIs and FGDs 

Province Focus groups with 

community 

members  

In-depth interviews 

with community 

leaders and 

members 

In-depth interviews 

with non-

government power 

brokers  

In-depth interviews 

with government 

officials  

Kabul 2 10 4 1 

Khost 1 9 4 2 

Kunar 2 11 0 2 

Samangan 2 11 0 2 

 

Focus groups with community members were conducted with miners and local residents, 

including residents not currently working in mines and tribal elders. Each focus group included 

four participants who were selected through a combination of random and purposive sampling. 

Although the original research design involved random selection of local community members 

living in close to proximity to extractive sites, and purposive selection of extractive laborers, 

random selection was not always possible due to some challenges in approaching community 

members without the support of community leaders (partly due to concerns about security). 

 

In-depth interviews with community leaders and members were conducted with maliks, tribal 

elders, arbaki (local militias), and local community members involved in the political economy 

of communities, including extractive laborers, business owners and landowners. In-depth 

interviews with non-government powerbrokers were conducted with tribal elites and local 

commanders/warlords. Although a number of interviews were conducted with tribal elders, most 

of these interviews were classified as community leader interviews rather than non-government 

powerbroker interviews, due to interview data suggesting that these actors were not perceived to 

be key powerbrokers in extractive sites. However, this was not the case in Khost province, where 

tribal elders are widely perceived to be controlling extraction. Similarly, mine owners 

interviewed consisted of small-scale private mine owners who did not appear from the data to 

have control over extraction outside of their own mines and, indeed, were often subjected to 

control by others perceived to be key powerbrokers. Thus, they were classed as local community 

members. There were challenges accessing anti-government groups due to security concerns and, 

consequently, the voices of these actors are not represented in this research. In-depth interviews 

with government officials were conducted with officials from provincial Departments of Mines 

and Petroleum, police/armed forces (e.g. Afghan National Police working at the district level and 

Afghan Local Police) and other government administrators.  

 

TLO encountered a number of challenges in conducting the research. Interviewers had 

challenges finding adequate spaces for interviews to be conducted in private and were 

occasionally forced to conduct interviews out in the open or in rooms with other people present. 

This may have led to both the researcher and the interviewee feeling uncomfortable and 
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potentially not taking the time to give full, complete answers as they might have if the interview 

were able to be conducted in private.  

 

Security was another challenge, particularly in districts and extractive sites mostly controlled by 

anti-government groups, making access difficult and highly sensitive. This led to further 

challenges in recruiting research participants who were often concerned about speaking of anti-

government groups in fear that others in the community would find out what they had said. 

 

Data collection in Samangan Province was particularly challenging, for a number of reasons. A 

key challenge was identifying and recruiting qualified field researchers from the community that 

were also capable of performing the duties as required. TLO had to re-field a number of 

interviews due to poor quality of data and recording of data. Although the data collected in 

subsequent field trips was improved, the local interviewer hired came from outside of the 

sampled communities and had difficulties recruiting key informants for interviews and focus 

groups. 

 

There are a number of limitations in the data. Several studies have suggested that minorities, 

including women, are rarely consulted about the risks they face in relation to extraction, and the 

needs and requests that they have in relation to services, infrastructure and other benefits related 

to extractive sector reform (ATR 2015; Lakhani et al. 2014). The research did not sample women 

from extractive communities and, consequently, little information could be identified in relation 

to how women and other minorities are affected by extraction in the sampled communities, and 

which incentives and disincentives of formal extraction are most relevant for these minority 

groups. 

 

Given difficulties accessing certain types of actors, particularly non-government powerbrokers 

and anti-government groups, the findings presented in this report are skewed towards the 

perspectives of local community members, although the voices of government officials are 

certainly included. Furthermore, key actors from mining companies and large-scale traders were 

not included in the sampling plan, and would likely be difficult to sample. Nevertheless, this 

research and other available research suggests that although mining companies are formally 

contracted by the government, they may also play a role in the informal extractive sector. These 

perspectives are not included in this report. 

 

During the research design phase, key extractive sites were identified for sampling and data 

collection based on their geographical characteristics and political-economy features of 

extractive control. When the research was fielded, it became evident that one central mine could 

be broken up into dozens or even hundreds of different sub-mines, spread out over widespread 

geographical spaces. Furthermore, interviews revealed that the political-economic features of 

mines and sub-mines could vary substantially, even across relatively small distances. Given that 
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the majority of interviews were conducted in specific locations selected during the design phase, 

the data has revealed intra-provincial variations that could not be sufficiently followed up on. 

Key findings 

This section presents the key findings of the research. Given that the legal, political, social and 

economic context of extraction is very different across the four provinces sampled for the 

research, findings are first presented for each province separately. This is then followed by a 

conclusion that includes a comparative analysis across regional contexts. 

Kabul 

 
Figure 2: Map of ruby mines in Sorobi District, Kabul 

 
 

Characteristics and history of extractive sites 

 

The Jagdalik area in the south of Sorobi district, Kabul province, contains a large number of ruby 

mines located on Tor Ghar (Black Mountain), which is divided between two key sites: the east 

side of the mountain, populated by local residents from Mia Khel tribe, and the west side of the 

mountain, populated by local residents from the Koti Khel tribe (also referred to as Stanikzai 

among some interviewees). The data suggests that the largest proportion of mines is located in 

the eastern area. According to local residents, some of the key mining sites include Khalot, 
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Negh, Loy, Shokor, Zer, Tonal, Sefer, Chaak, Kharaspay, Taghro, Neway, Ghormaanky, Shokor, 

Lalpora, Peradar Khana, Khelwat, Taghar, Khas, Wan, Parman Bek, Sapra, Chanki and Karoon 

Spera (this last mining site reportedly separating the east and west areas of the mountain). A 

number of residents suggested that Loy and Tonal mines are not currently being extracted due to 

bans imposed by the Taliban and government, with a reported fine of 500,000 Afs being charged 

to those who breach the ban. 

 

According to local residents extraction has been taking place in the area for many decades, 

although it is unclear from the data exactly when extraction first began. Several local residents 

referred to extraction occurring as early as the era of Abdur Rahman Khan (the Emir of 

Afghanistan between 1880 and 1901) or Amanullah Khan (the Emir and later King who ruled 

between 1919 and 1929). Others suggest that extraction began during the era of Zahir Shah (the 

last King of Afghanistan who ruled between 1933 and 1973). Despite competing narratives, there 

is some consensus that government-controlled extraction for revenue was occurring under Zahir 

Shah, who purportedly divided the Tor Mountain between the two main tribes who control 

extraction today. One local resident suggested that the King leased mines to the Soviet Union for 

12 years, later closing mines due to a reduction in the value of rubies. Local residents claim that 

during the era of Daoud Khan (the first president of Afghanistan between 1973 and 1978), 

extraction was banned due to a large conflict between the two key tribes for power over 

extraction. Local residents then resumed extraction once the president was overthrown and the 

Mujahideen began fighting against the pre-Soviet Democratic Republic of Afghanistan in the late 

1970s. Gulbuddin Hekmatyar supporters reportedly played a role in extraction for one year 

during this time, with extracted materials claimed to be sold in Pakistan to support the anti-

Soviet resistance. Local residents report that extraction continued during the Taliban regime, 

with the mines being extracted by local residents through a lease with a Kandahari extraction 

company. There are competing stories about the division of revenue between this company and 

the local people, with some suggesting that revenue was divided equally with residents and 

others suggesting that local people received benefits of extraction only through employment.  

 

According to all interviewees, the local residents of Jagdalik area took control of extraction 

during the Hamid Karzai government (2004 – 2014), although the exact year was not stated in 

the data. 

 

Current actors and roles 

 

Local people now claim all the mines as their own and organize and implement illegal extraction. 

It appears that families within both the Mia Khel and Koti Khel tribes are recognized as the 

owners of individual mines and receive the majority of revenue from the mines, with family 

members assisting with the extraction process and other local residents (i.e. who do not own 

mines) also employed to extract. In some cases, mine owners cannot control the extraction 
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process due to a number of reported reasons, including lack of funds to purchase extraction tools 

(dynamite, drills etc) or lack of sons who can work in the mines. In these cases, owners may 

subcontract extraction to a third party (usually relatives or friends from the same or other 

communities) and negotiate a share in revenue (reportedly anywhere between a tenth to three 

quarters).  

 

Although dominant families in the Mia Khel and Koti Khel tribes control extraction, interview 

participants suggested that tribal elders currently have little or no specific role in extraction, 

although several stories emerged of previous eras in which tribal elders played a significant role 

in selling extracted materials and managing the equal distribution of revenue among those who 

worked in the mines. Currently, the role of tribal elders in extraction is mainly limited to 

resolving disputes. For example, according to a village Malik, tribal elders may be called upon to 

intervene if a mine owner attempts to bring in unknown shareholders from other communities 

and has the power to allocate extraction shares to a local family who lodges the dispute. 

 

Despite local residents implementing illegal extraction, the Taliban currently controls the area 

populated by the Mia Khel tribe and the government controls the area populated by the Koti Khel 

tribe. Local residents from both the Mia Khel and Koti Khel areas referred to Mullah Tor and 

Mullah Mumtaz as the key Taliban actors, who do not participate directly in the extractive 

process but who claim informal taxes (10%) on all extractive revenue in their area of control 

(although one extractive labourer suggested that residents with personal ties to the Taliban are 

required to pay only 5%). One local warlord in the Koti Khel area suggested that local residents 

sometimes disclose false amounts of revenue in order to pay less tax, although a number of other 

residents expressed fear in doing so due to the reported presence of Taliban representatives 

monitoring extraction. According to interview participants, the Taliban claim taxes in the name 

of oshor or zakat (Islamic taxes for charity purposes) to support the purchase of food, clothes and 

weapons. Several interviewees suggested that Taliban actors presented these taxes as an 

alternative to community members’ direct involvement in jihad. Taliban actors are recognized as 

having the power to allow or ban extraction if taxes are not paid, often using violence as a means 

of coercion or punishment.  

 

Local residents from both the Mia Khel and Koti Khel areas of Jagdalik referred to Mir Salaam 

(the police commander of Sorobi district), Dr Talib (security chief of Sorobi district) and 

Mohammad Khan (ALP commander) as the primary actors representing government 

involvement. Much like the Taliban, these government officials do not participate directly in the 

extractive process, although one interviewee from Koti Khel area suggested that some police did 

extract secretly. Nevertheless, police are reported to informally claim between 5 and 10% of 

extractive revenue in government-controlled area, mainly through security checkpoints. Stories 

also arose of police attempting to tax extractive revenue through security checkpoints located on 

the road leading away from the Mia Khel area and threatening residents with violence or 
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imprisonment if they refuse to pay (purportedly through the pretext that local residents belong to 

the Taliban and are participating in insurgent activities). Mir Salaam, who participated in an 

interview, denied these allegations and argued that the police force’s current inability to access 

Taliban-controlled areas was proof that the police could not be claiming informal taxes on 

extractive revenue (although he did not refer to the police’s involvement in government-

controlled areas in the west of the mountain). According to Mir Salaam, the police has 

participated in security operations in the past, including burning extractive machinery and other 

tools in Taliban-controlled areas, leading to the closure of mines. Consequently, local residents 

in the Mia Khel area perceive the district police to be at least equal threats to local security or 

more threatening than the Taliban. 

 

Although local people in control of extraction, the Taliban and the police all benefit 

economically from extraction, the widespread consensus was that ruby traders benefit the most. 

There appears to be two main types of traders: those who live in Jagdalik and those who live 

outside of the community, both types usually trading to larger domestic or foreign traders after 

direct purchase of the raw product from mine owners. Several interviewees also referred to local 

residents who had moved to Pakistan, other countries or other regions of Afghanistan, but who 

continued to purchase extractive products from their community of origin. Interview participants 

were able to name a large number of ruby traders; however, it is not clear from the data how 

many live locally and how many live externally to Jagdalik. There was consensus in the 

interviews, however, that all traders operated in economically exploitative relationships with 

mine owners due to their much greater knowledge about the price of rubies on the international 

market than mine owners.  

 

It is difficult to establish the varying impacts of Taliban and police-imposed informal taxes on 

mine owners and traders due to interviewees making generic statements about tax enforcement 

affecting local people. It is likely that traders, who must transport raw product outside of the 

community, are more affected by government-imposed taxes due to taxes being enforced at 

police checkpoints on the roads leading outside of Jagdalik. The data suggests that the Taliban 

receive taxes directly from mine owners in Taliban controlled areas. However, it is unclear 

whether the Taliban impose further taxes on traders exporting raw product outside of Jagdalik. 

 

Community benefits and costs of extraction 

 

Economic 

 

Interview participants from both the Mia Khel and Koti Khel areas of Jagdalik suggested that the 

greatest benefit of extraction was the economic improvements families received through 

extracting privately. The majority of mine owners and local traders were reported to be enjoying 

a much higher standard of living and consumption than before the onset of private extraction, 
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with many stories arising of families being able to purchase vehicles, houses, new clothes and 

local businesses, and some enjoying international travel. When extraction laborers belong to the 

family of mine owners, they receive more economic benefits than laborers hired externally to the 

family who only receive wages. Community members who benefit least are those poor families 

who are unable to secure mining labor and who have few possibilities for other types of 

employment.  

 

Mine ownership does not always lead to economic benefit. Families that own small mines but 

who have few or no male family members to participate in extractive labor, and who cannot 

afford to hire labor or extractive tools, were also reported to enjoy fewer economic benefits from 

extraction. One story emerged of a mine owner who employed extractive laborers from the local 

community, but after two years of unsuccessful extraction (i.e. few or no rubies were found), he 

was forced to sell his land in order to pay labor wages. 

 

There was widespread recognition that the economic benefits of extraction were not evenly 

distributed among all community members and that extraction had led to a widening of the gap 

between rich and poor. 

 

The ones who were rich got richer because they could hire laborers, purchase 

dynamites and start extraction of the mines, and the ones who were poor could not work 

and they were working as laborers, and no one can get rich from the wages of labor. 

(Mine laborer) 

 

Mine extraction has had good effects on some people’s lives economically but it hasn’t 

changed the economy of all residents of the area. It has changed some lives and their 

lives got better. (Mine owner) 

 

Despite acknowledgements of a widening gap between rich and poor, there were some 

perceptions (including among laborers) that poor local residents would be worse off if illegal 

extraction was discontinued due to wages disappearing.  

 

Services 

 

Several interviewees in both the Mia Khel and Koti Khel areas of Jagdalik described some 

changes in community services as a result of extraction, with extractive revenue reported to have 

supported the improvement of roads, building of mosques and the availability of transport 

(particularly valued to transport sick community members to local hospitals). 

 

Despite isolated reports of service improvement, a number of interviewees from the Mia Khel 

area complained that community services had not changed as a result of extraction, largely due to 
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mine owners and other profitable families keeping revenue for themselves and failing to direct 

funds into public projects. These interviewees suggested that their communities lacked health 

services, schools, roads and other services and infrastructure. These deficiencies in services were 

reported to be compounded by insecurity in Taliban-controlled areas due to the inability of 

governmental or non-governmental actors to access communities to implement development 

projects. 

 

Security 

 

One of the main community costs of extraction is insecurity, particularly in the Taliban-

controlled area populated by the Mia Khel tribe, with Taliban presence identified as strongly 

linked to the economic benefits of informally taxing extraction revenue. Local residents of the 

Mia Khel area suggested that the Taliban has been successful in recruiting some local young 

people, which has raised concerns. Furthermore, local residents suggested that Taliban tax on 

revenue was funding insurgent activities, leading to broader regional and national insecurity. 

 

As noted previously, although the Taliban is viewed as a major source of insecurity, the police 

are also perceived to be contributing to insecurity through attacks on Taliban-controlled areas 

and illegal mines. Armed conflict between government security forces and the Taliban 

exacerbates insecurity, with local residents fearful of experiencing collateral damage. 

 

Mine extraction has negative effects on security in our area because Taliban exist here 

and they get a huge amount of money from mines and they spend all this money against 

the government. Taliban buy guns, cars and other ammunitions with this money for 

themselves and fight against government. Now, residents of the area also want the 

existence of Taliban in the area because if the government takes over (extraction), then 

residents of the area will not be able to extract mines illegally. (Local trader) 

 

It is clear from the quote above, and from perceptions expressed by other local residents, that 

despite concerns about insecurity, this appears to be an acceptable trade-off for the ability to 

extract illegally. Furthermore, local residents suggest that as long as informal taxes are paid, the 

Taliban would be unlikely to exert violence against community members or restrict their ability 

to extract illegally. 

 

Taxes 

 

As outlined previously, both Taliban and the police are reported to claim informal taxes on 

revenue (between 5 and 10 percent). It is interesting to note that the payment of informal taxes is 

seen both as a cost/disadvantage and a benefit. On the one hand, the payment of informal taxes is 

perceived to be economically unviable and stripping important revenue from local community 
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members. On the other hand, it is perceived to be a necessary cost and even benefit to local 

residents, as actors who apply taxes are reported to allow the continuity of extraction and have 

the power to stop it. 

 

Children and women 

 

As noted previously, the methodology for this research did not include interviews with women or 

children, although the interview tools did include a question about the impact of extraction on 

different types of community members (men, women and children). Although the available data 

is limited, a number of local residents suggested that the women and children from families that 

benefited economically from extraction also benefited due to social and traditional customs that 

ensure that family members distribute wealth equally within the household. Children from 

wealthy families were also perceived to benefit through access to education and upward 

mobility. Nevertheless, interviewees acknowledged that women and children from female- and 

child-headed households did not benefit economically from extraction, with frequent 

requirements to send children to work as mine laborers. Child labor is not isolated to poor 

families. According to a number of local residents, many children are sent to participate in 

extraction, leading to low levels of education, partially attributed to lack of schools in the area. 

Several interviewees mentioned cultural beliefs about rubies being clean and children also being 

clean (“clean of sins”) being a driver of child labor due to assumptions that children are more 

likely to find rubies than adults. 

 

Impact on socio-cultural customs and relations 

 

The research revealed a very small number of perceived positive impacts of extraction on local 

socio-cultural customs and relations, and a much larger negative impact. As noted previously, an 

increase in consumption was widely perceived as one of the most important economic benefits of 

extraction, albeit not one enjoyed by all community members. According to the majority of 

interviewees, particularly in the Mia Khel area, the gap between rich and poor has led to two key 

changes that have created disunity among the people: (1) jealousy and distrust between 

community members related to perceptions of the unequal distribution of wealth and extraction 

revenue, and (2) the upward mobility of some local residents who have been able to move to 

Kabul or foreign countries, further dividing local community members. This disunity is seen as a 

key source of social conflict in the area.  

 

Another important socio-cultural impact was reported to be the diminishing respect for tribal 

elders and other authority figures, particularly in the Mia Khel area of Jagdalik. 

 

Before elders were respected very much, they (people) would have accepted anything 

but now those are being respected and listened to who have earned a lot of money in the 
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mines, no matter how stupid he is, if he has more money people will value him and 

respect him. (FGD local men, Mia Khel area) 

 

Before the young and the old was clear among us, so when the elder would say 

something the younger would accept it without further questions. But now it’s not like 

that anymore, there is no respect for elders and they don’t have any kind of mercy on 

young people. Before when the mosque mullah decided something then no one could 

break that but it’s not like that anymore. (FGD local men, Mia Khel area) 

 

Diminishing respect for tribal or village elders and leaders has a number of consequences for the 

role of elders in dispute resolution and local governance, which has been partly or mostly 

transferred to the Taliban in the Mia Khel area (see further below). Furthermore, the quotes 

above indicate that respect is increasingly given to those who benefit economically most from 

extraction, creating further divisions between socio-economic groups. 

 

There was a widespread consensus that the cost of dowries (walwar) has increased as a result of 

wealth generated from extraction. However, narratives about the increase in dowries were not 

framed in a negative light and no interviewees suggested that they were disadvantaged through 

shifts in dowry costs. Rather, several interviewees expressed this change in a matter-of-fact way, 

or as indicative of broader cultural shifts across the national context.  

 

Impact on conflict and local governance 

 

The interviews revealed a number of different types of local disputes as a result of extraction. 

These can be broadly separated into four kinds: (1) disputes over mine ownership, (2) disputes 

over shares in mines, (3) disputes over extraction without permission, and (4) personal disputes 

perceived to be linked to social disunity as a result of extraction. 

 

Stories of disputes over mine ownership mostly refer to disputes occurring in previous eras, 

particularly tribal disputes between the Mia Khel and Koti Khel tribes during the era of Zahir 

Shah. These disputes were mainly resolved through government allocation of mines to each 

tribe, although several stories emerged of unsuccessful resolution leading to the closing of mines 

and bans imposed on extraction. More recently, disputes involving shares in mines appear to be 

more common. These disputes usually involve intra-tribal or intra-family conflict, whereby tribal 

families or family members demand more equal shares in mines, but reportedly include intra-

tribal or intra-family conflicts over the allocation of extraction schedules (e.g. one family that is 

meant to extract only in the morning, extracting in the afternoon when another family has 

claimed that schedule). The third type of dispute was the one that emerged most frequently in the 

interviews, with multiple stories of local residents extracting a mine without permission, usually 

at night and in secret. These stories also included examples of disputes lodged by local mine 
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owners who are living abroad (mainly in Pakistan) and who thus struggle to curb local residents’ 

extraction of their mine. The fourth type of dispute is not directly related to extraction, but was 

named by a number of interviewees as a new indirect kind of conflict that has emerged from 

social disunity, whereby jealousies and distrust between community members as a result of 

extraction have led to an increase in personal conflicts. 

 

The interview data indicates that most of these conflicts have been resolved, although the 

interviews did not specify how the resolution outcomes were attained in these cases (i.e what 

decisions were made in relation to division of mine shares between families or intra-tribal 

groups, or in relation to extraction without permission from mine owners). It is clear, however, 

that the unsuccessful resolution of extraction-related disputes, which has sometimes involved 

violence or even death, generally lead to a widespread ban on extraction on the mine in question. 

 

The interviews suggest that the key actors involved in dispute resolution are shifting. Although 

tribal elders and village leaders were reported to play a role in dispute resolution, a number of 

local residents, particularly in the Taliban-controlled Mia Khel area, reported that the changes in 

socio-cultural customs and relations outlined in the previous section have led to less respect for 

the authority of tribal elders and leaders in conflict resolution.  

 

The village and family leaders can also solve the conflicts among the local people, but 

currently no one values the village leaders, the speech of the ones are valuable who has 

more money, still the Taliban are the authorities of area, if there are conflicts among 

people the Taliban resolve those conflicts and the people also try to resolve their 

conflicts by the Taliban. (Mine laborer, Mia Khel area) 

 

The people want to solve the conflicts in the village, but if one of the involved parties 

doesn’t accept it, then they refer the case to the Taliban and the Taliban resolve the 

conflicts, because the people are afraid of the Taliban and the Taliban do not violate 

the rights of the people. If someone does not accept the decision of the Taliban, the 

Taliban force him to accept it. (Mine laborer, Mia Khel area) 

 

These reports suggest that respect has been transposed from customary respect for tribal elders to 

those perceived to have wealth or power (often through fear), including the Taliban. It is 

interesting to note that tribal elders and village leaders were perceived to have maintained more 

respect and a stronger role in local governance and dispute resolution in the government-

controlled Koti Khel area of Jagdalik. However, the Sorobi District Police Chief suggested that 

in the Koti Khel area, rather than eliminating the respect and authority of elders by transposing 

power to other actors, local residents aimed to become respected community elders or leaders 

themselves, largely due to the power that elders and leaders had in benefiting economically from 

traders and smugglers. 
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Environmental impact 

 

Almost all interviewees reported that extraction had led to no environmental impacts in local 

communities, largely due to extraction sites being located far away (several kilometers) from 

community households and agricultural lands. Although this does not necessarily preclude 

negative environmental impacts surrounding extraction sites, local residents argued that the 

predominant use of simple extraction tools (such as picks and axes) and the infrequent use of 

heavy machinery and dynamite have led to minimal negative environmental impacts. Only one 

interviewee, a village Malik from the Mia Khel area reported that extraction sites were mined 

with heavy machinery and dynamite, albeit leading to health problems and sometimes injury 

among miners rather than larger environmental impacts. Most interviewees in fact suggested that 

extraction has led to positive environmental impacts, particularly more access to mineral water, 

which has reportedly been released from extraction sites. 

 

Extraction monitoring 

 

The monitoring of extraction in previous eras was claimed to be largely conducted by tribal 

elders. However, the majority of interviewees reported no current formal extraction monitoring 

procedures or processes, with monitoring being largely perceived as the responsibility of 

individual mine owners. Individual monitoring of one’s own mine appears to be mainly 

connected to identifying whether laborers steal or hide rubies, rather than any process related to 

ensuring safety for miners or environmental impacts. The main actors reported to be responsible 

for monitoring other than mine owners were the Taliban and police, with their roles being largely 

defined as ensuring that local residents were being transparent about the quantity of rubies 

extracted, thus leading to a more accurate assessment of the amount of taxable products. 

 

Community incentives and disincentives for supporting extraction 

 

A consistent finding in the research is that although local residents acknowledge the negative 

impacts of Taliban-regulated extraction (such as insecurity, coercion and violence), these are 

seen as acceptable trade-offs for the ability to continue illegal extraction and benefit 

economically from it. Indeed, some local residents, including elders, mine laborers and traders 

expressed fears that the government would likely ban extraction and remove the direct economic 

benefit that community members currently experienced. 

 

Nevertheless, some of the same interviewees who reported being content with Taliban control 

also suggested that they would welcome the formalization of government extraction. 

Nevertheless, local community members in both Mia Khel and Koti Khel areas expressed a 

number of demands and expectations related to this process. Overwhelmingly, the interviews 
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suggest that local residents expect the government to improve development and infrastructure, 

which are seen to be enormously lacking. These include the construction of roads, schools and 

clinics, and the provision of electricity and other services.  

 

If the revenue of the mines legally goes to the government budget and if the government 

come here and start working on mines then we have expectations from them. We expect 

them to do some fundamental works for us and for our area such as build our roads, 

schools, hospitals, provide us electricity, provide us with water supply, and give the 

residents necessary foods like wheat, flour, tea and lunch and other beneficial projects 

in the area. Residents are employed in the extraction of mines and the government 

should provide beneficial public projects for the residents of the area. Until now, no one 

has done these works for us. (Mine laborer, Mia Khel area) 

 

There was a widespread perception, particularly among residents in Taliban-controlled 

communities, that the government formalization of extraction would improve security and 

increase employment opportunities for local residents, as they would not longer be denied 

permission from the Taliban to seek government jobs and the types of labor markets would be 

expanded. Furthermore, there were widespread perceptions that government formalization of 

extraction would reduce the gap between socio-economic groups through the provision of more 

equal opportunities for employment. The government is also perceived to have the ability to 

modernize extraction through the increased provision of modern extractive tools and equipment, 

thus leading to increased extraction revenue for local communities. 

 

Despite widespread support for government formalization of extraction (under the conditions 

listed above), some residents expressed concerns related to government corruption and 

clientelism that could lead to employment opportunities being transferred to the friends and 

family members of key government officials rather than local residents.  
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Khost 

 
Figure 3: Map of chromite mines in Tani District, Khost 

 
 

Characteristics and history of extractive sites 

 

The Warzala region of Tani district in the southeast of Khost province is populated with a large 

number of chromite mines that are distributed to specific sub-tribes of the Tani tribe. There are 

reported to be approximately 15 villages in the Warzala area, including Charay (where the 

largest mine in the region, Lalmi mine, is located), Kochiano, Tair Khailo, Seen Gee, Ali Zai, 

Hasarak, Speerkay, and Pakhay. Each village and corresponding sub-tribe has control over a 

specific area of the mountain where mines are located.  

 

The Director of the Department of Mines and Petroleum in Khost, Mohammad Layaq, suggested 

that extraction first began in Khost province during the era of Daoud Khan (1973 – 1978) when 

Khost was a district of Paktia province. However, it appears that extraction in the Warzala area 

of Tani district began later, during the Taliban era (approximately 18 years ago according to one 

tribal elder), although on a small scale, with chromite being smuggled to North Waziristan to sell 

to Pakistani traders. Large-scale extraction in Warzala began during the first term of the Hamid 
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Karzai government (2004 – 2009). According to the Director of the Department of Mines and 

Petroleum in Khost, during the Karzai administration the government contracted extraction to an 

Afghan company named Gange Hozoor in 2006 or 2007. This company began extracting in three 

districts, Tani, Mandai and Madan; however, the company faced significant challenges, 

including a strong reaction from local people who claimed that sub-tribes owned the mines and 

should be given half of all extractive revenue. According to the director, local people, 

particularly in Mandai district, raised armed conflict against the company, leading to the death 

and injury of several company security staff and also local people. Consequently, the mining 

company abandoned the contract and local people took over illegal extraction. 

 

The sub-tribal control or ownership of mines based on geographical location of extractive sites 

was already largely established before extraction began, being distributed based on the need for 

control of trees on the mountain (prior to extraction, the felling of trees was a key livelihoods 

activity among local people and was replaced with extraction). According to several tribal elders 

and local community members, distribution of geographical region was reaffirmed once illegal 

extraction began, with an accompanying set of community-based regulations to ensure that all 

sub-tribes with ownership of extractive sites benefited from extraction. These agreements 

included the following: if a mine was located on the land of a sub-tribe, the revenue would be 

equally distributed among male family members of the sub-tribe (regardless of age); all sub-

tribal community members would work collaboratively on extraction, and male family members 

receiving revenue would take responsibility for both the benefits and costs of extraction; if a 

mine is found near or inside somebody’s house, private property or agricultural land, the mine is 

considered their personal property and others cannot claim any revenue rights;  

 

Approximately two years ago, extraction stopped in the region after the Pakistani military forces 

began major operations in North Waziristan, putting a complete stop to extraction due to the 

inability of sub-tribes to cross the Pakistani border to trade, and the inability of Pakistani traders 

to enter through the border. The government has also been reported to restrict mining in the 

region. Nevertheless, residents reported having stored large amounts of chromite in the hope that 

trade would resume. 

 

Current actors and roles 

 

The large majority of mines in Warzala region are perceived to be owned by sub-tribes 

responsible for extracting chromite (although there are also reported to be a small number of 

private mines that do not correspond to any particular sub-tribe). As previously noted, the largest 

mine in the region is the Lalmi mine, which was managed according to a structured process of 

extraction. The sub-tribe controlling the Lalmi mines appointed a council of seven tribal elders 

who were responsible for managing the extraction process, including recruiting staff, identifying 

and negotiating revenue costs with traders, and occasionally selling chromite. Tribal elders were 
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assisted by two or three secretaries who reportedly received approximately 15,000 Pakistani 

rupees monthly salary to manage all administrative activities related to the extraction process, 

including weighing chromite, producing monthly monitoring and financial reports, managing all 

costs associated with extraction (e.g. buying materials, tools and fuel, and paying salaries to 

workers), overseeing the loading of consignments and receiving revenue from traders.1  

 

There were two key types of workers who supported extraction: mining laborers and arbaki 

(local militas). Village members worked as laborers in the mines that corresponded to their sub-

tribe. Although the majority of laborers conducted mining labor, some were hired to load 

consignments, clean mining sites or separate waste products. According to local residents, 

workers earned between 500 and 1000 rupees per day, depending on the success of extraction. 

Arbaki were employed locally to ensure the security of the mines, with some residents 

suggesting their salaries reached as high as 15,000 rupees monthly or 1000 rupees daily. Several 

local residents suggested that some sub-tribes did not pay arbaki but rather sent male family 

members to ensure the security of the mines with no salary payment.  

 

If necessary, labor was given to refugees or migrants (who arrived from North Waziristan) or the 

residents of other villages, although they were not entitled to receive shares in revenue if they 

belonged to a different sub-tribe. The data suggests that these kinds of workers were also 

sometimes employed to transport consignments of chromite from extractive sites for a fee of 

1500 rupees per ton. Particularly in relation to refugees and migrants from North Waziristan, 

local residents claimed to have a vetting procedure to ensure that these people were not affiliated 

with anti-government groups such as the Taliban. According to one resident, fines of 50,000 up 

to one or two million rupees could be imposed on migrants discovered to be Taliban and arrested 

by police, although it was not specified in the interview how arrested people could be forced to 

pay fines, or whether the families of arrested people were responsibility of the payment of these 

fines. 

 

After all extractive costs were paid from revenue obtained by tribal elders, any remaining 

revenue was distributed equally among male members of the sub-tribe (potentially due to 

requirements to pay walwar, although this was not stated explicitly in the data). One resident 

suggested that this was often as high as 1000 rupees daily for each male household member. 

Male sub-tribe members also shared any financial loss associated with extraction.  

 

When extraction was conducted, local residents from Lalmi mine reported having received 

between 15,000 and 60,000 rupees in revenue per ton of chromite (depending on the quality) 

                                                 
1 The data suggests that other sub-tribes engaged in similar extractive processes, albeit with different numbers of key 

actors involved. For instance, sub-tribe owners of the Stara mine, reportedly the second largest mine in the Warzala 

region, appointed four elders and one secretary. 
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from local traders in Tani district who then transported the product to the Pakistan border (North 

Waziristan). Several residents suggested that sometimes Pakistani traders also came to Tani 

district to purchase chromite directly from mine tribal elders and transported consignments to 

Pakistan. In these cases, tribal elders were reported to have made agreements with traders to 

assist them with security reaching the Durand Line to ensure consignments were not captured by 

government officials. This was done by sending one arbaki with each consignment and 

positioning additional arbaki on the roads. 

 

According to local residents, the Taliban has not played any role in extraction or taxing 

extractive products in Tani district due to their difficulty entering the district. However, the Tani 

district governor suggested that Taliban across the border in Pakistan did frequently apply 

informal taxes (the amount was not specified) to traders, in the name of zakat.  

 

There were several reports of the government and police playing a role in extraction by visiting 

communities to attempt to close down mines. Although these visits were often framed as official 

government attempts to regulate or shut down informal extraction, police were reported to often 

accept bribes from tribal elders in order to allow extraction to continue, and were also reported to 

apply informal taxes on consignments at security check posts (the Tani district governor 

suggested that the amount varied between 10,000 and 20,000 rupees per consignment). The 

Director of the Department of Mines and Petroleum acknowledged that although the government 

attempted to curb illegal extraction, police were known to turn a blind eye to illegal extraction in 

exchange for bribes. He also stated that despite attempts to curb or stop illegal extraction the 

government was largely unsuccessful in doing so. Nevertheless, he mentioned that before 

extraction had ceased two years ago, the government had managed to successfully intercept some 

large consignments with 500 tons of chromite reportedly being stored by the government and 

awaiting legal decisions to sell and submit revenue to the state budget. 

 

Other actors with minor roles in extraction include residents of neighboring villages whose sub-

tribes have not been allocated shares in mines as their communities are not located on or near the 

relevant mountains. Several residents referred to arrangements made with these neighboring 

villages and sub-tribes such that informal taxes (500 – 1000 rupees) were charged on each 

consignment when passing through neighboring villages. Several local residents suggested that 

this was due to these community members having no shares in mines and thus exploiting 

extraction through indirect means; however, others suggested that the arrangements were largely 

negotiated as compensation for the damage of roads in neighboring communities from large 

trucks.  

 

Local shopkeepers were also reported to have minor roles in extraction when local community 

members (mainly children) took chromite from extractive sites and sold it in the local bazaar, 

shopkeepers then selling to traders (see section further below on women and children). 
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Community benefits and costs of extraction 

 

Economic 

 

All interviewees reported extraction having significantly raised the standard of living of 

community members, who were predominantly unemployed before extraction began. Residents 

reported having increased their consumption, including the purchase of cars (previously using 

donkeys or horses), houses, better quality clothing and food. Several residents mentioned that 

families once lived together in crowded houses and that this had changed with the onset of 

extraction, with families buying or building separate houses, sometimes in other communities. 

Although this was largely viewed in a positive way, an arbaki lamented that this had come at a 

cost, with an increased distance between families. Aside from the purchase of houses, several 

residents suggested that due to a large focus on consumption, few had invested in businesses or 

purchase of land. 

 

Due to all (male) sub-tribe members receiving shares in revenue, regardless of the previous 

socio-economic position of the family, there were no perceptions among sub-tribe members 

(with shares in extraction revenue) that extraction had led to a gap between socio-economic 

groups (although families with fewer male members were presumably disadvantaged). However, 

several residents did note that sub-tribes with no shares in mines had not enjoyed the same 

upward mobility and improvement in standard of living as sub-tribes who benefited directly from 

extractive revenue. 

 

Since extraction stopped two years ago, the economic situation of local residents of Warzala 

region has diminished due to lack of employment and possibilities for livelihoods, particularly 

due to the large number of unviable agricultural lands in the area. This has purportedly led to 

migration to other provinces or countries in search of employment. All interviewees reported that 

one of the only viable economic opportunities currently in Warzala was to fell trees as had been 

done prior to extraction. The termination of extraction was also reported to have led to unpaid 

debts between families as they struggle to continue their livelihoods. 

 

Services and infrastructure 

 

Extraction in Warzala region has led to the development of infrastructure, including the building 

of roads and mosques, and the provision of water. Several residents stated that these 

infrastructure projects had largely been funded through extractive revenue donated by sub-tribes. 

Although interviewees did not refer to the provision of health service such as clinics or hospitals, 

several residents did suggest that the purchase of cars has made it easier to access district health 
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services. It appears that there have been few schools built in the area, with a number of 

interviewees referring to children being educated in madrasas in the mosques that had been built. 

 

Security 

 

Security was perceived as good overall throughout previous government regimes, and local 

residents in Warzala suggested that it has remained good or even improved as a result of 

extraction. This is partly due to the unity of the Tani tribe and their sub-tribes against insurgent 

groups controlling their territory, and also due to the support of local arbaki in ensuring the 

protection of extractive sites. One community member described a Taliban attempt to transport 

suicide bombers to Khost city from North Waziristan through Tani district, with local tribal 

elders reportedly capturing the attackers and handing them over to the police.  

 

Some years ago, three Taliban members who were the suicide bombers and wore the 

jackets and they entered from North Waziristan to the area of Tani district and they 

wanted to reach Khost city. During the day the tribe members arrested the suicide 

members and they surrendered these Taliban members to the government. (Community 

member, Landi village, Warzala) 

 

This suggests that although tribes in Tani district to a large extent control their own security, they 

also collaborate with the government in relation to capture of anti-government groups. One local 

community member also described an account of local residents and arbaki joining the district 

police in the defense of a district police border check point attacked by Taliban, explaining that 

local community members in Tani district were always willing to join the government in a fight 

against the Taliban in order to protect their territory. 

 

Security was not only spoken about in relation to anti-government groups but also in relation to 

criminality, particularly robberies on roads leading outside the district. Crime appears to be 

strictly controlled by tribal elders by placing arbaki at key locations on roads and enforcing 

punishment on those caught committing alleged crimes. 

 

It has been 15 years that our place is very secure that one cannot find this security in all 

Khost. Mine extractions neither worsened the security nor has it made it better. Security 

situation has remained the same and local people have agreed that no one will do 

harmful things. If anyone committed any crime first they will be fined with 5 hundred 

thousand rupees to the tribe, then their homes will be set on fire and finally they will be 

excluded from the tribe. (Community member, Ester village, Warzala) 

 

…the tribal leaders have chosen arbaki from their area for securing the mines. No one 

can perform any criminal activity because the arbaki will hand that person to the tribal 
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leaders and the tribal leaders will choose punishment as they want. (Tani District 

Governor) 

 

The quotes above suggest that criminal activities are taken very seriously and that tribal leaders 

have significant power to punish perpetrators of crime, sometimes with violence, although it was 

unclear from the data whether the authority to make decisions about punishment is placed within 

informal justice shuras or jirgas, or whether there are key individuals such as tribal elders who 

dominate these decisions independently of a council. 

 

Taxes 

 

The main consistent tax applied to revenue was by local communities that demanded 

compensation for the damage that extractive consignments made to local roads, or compensation 

for particular sub-tribes’ lack of shares in mines and thus revenue. These taxes were perceived as 

a fair and necessary exchange based both on the damage that trucks caused to local roads and 

also tribal requirements to maintain unity and peace between sub-tribes. As outlined previously, 

police officials were reported to have informally taxed extractive revenue in the past through 

police checkpoints, and were also reported to have taken bribes from tribal elders in order to turn 

a blind eye to extraction. Local community members also perceived payment of taxes to police 

officials as a necessary condition of continuing illegal extraction, but were much more critical of 

the police role in doing so. 

 

Children and women 

 

Women were reported to have benefited from extraction in a number of ways, including having 

better access to health services due to more spending power of families, and having fewer 

requirements to participate in some types of household labor. 

 

Previously the local people did not have more money and they did not bring the women 

patients to the doctors because they did not have money. They told the women that you 

are fine and it is just a pain, but now the local people have more money and they bring 

their patients on time for treatment to the doctor. 

 

Women were bringing drinking water from faraway places but after the extractions 

people got cars and motorcycles so they were carrying water with them. Now women 

request their sons to bring them water.  

 

Overall, women and children were reported to have benefited economically from extraction due 

to male household members distributing wealth and consumption opportunities within the 

family. No mention was made of how distribution of revenue shares to male family members 



   

 

 25 

impacted on women, despite female-headed households or household with fewer boys and men 

likely benefiting less than households led by male sub-tribe members or households with more 

male members. 

 

Reports about the impact of extraction on children’s labor and education were mixed. Some local 

residents suggested that children who had the physical capabilities (i.e. older boys), particularly 

those from poorer families, contributed to extractive labor (albeit for fewer wages than adult 

laborers). Children were also sometimes reported to have stolen small amounts of chromite to 

sell to local shopkeepers, although tribal elders suggested that they sometimes gave concessions 

to poorer children to do this. Other residents suggested that although boys from poorer families 

did sometimes participate in labor, this was usually through delivering meals to family laborers 

rather than extractive work per se. Several residents suggested that extraction had had a negative 

impact on children’s education due to requirements for children to assist with some form of 

labor, and due to fathers becoming so involved in extraction that they had insufficient time to 

dedicate to teaching their children values. The Tani District Governor was the only interviewee 

who suggested that extraction had led to children’s increased educational opportunities although 

it is unclear if he was referring to the district in general or Warzala area in particular. 

 

Impact on socio-cultural customs and relations 

 

The Tani tribe and its sub-tribes have in the past maintained strong customary traditions whereby 

tribal elders remain the respected social and cultural authorities in their communities. Although 

this appears to still be the case, local residents referred to some shifts in socio-cultural customs 

and relations that are perceived to have had a negative effect on communities. A number of 

people referred to a lack of unity between sub-tribes due to jealousy over perceptions of unequal 

shares in mines. 

 

The negative impacts are that it has resulted in hatred among people and the division of 

families and tribes. They used to be united but because of the interests, they started to 

hate each other. This is all because one was getting more interest than the other and 

this was generating hate in the other person’s heart. (Tribal leader) 

 

Several residents also suggested that lack of unity between families and sub-tribes had been 

exacerbated due to migration away from communities as residents searched for more viable 

economic opportunities, leading to isolation and disconnection. 

 

Another socio-cultural impact of extraction has been the increase in walwar and wedding costs. 

This is perceived to be a large problem given that revenue is no longer being made from 

extraction and local people can no longer afford to pay these high costs (although some 

interviewees argued that these costs would likely have increased even if extraction were not to 



   

 

 26 

have occurred). Despite no longer being able to pay for high wedding costs, several residents 

stated that people felt pressure to continue to do so (including having lavish and impressive food) 

out of fear of being ridiculed by other community members. 

 

Impact on conflict and local governance 

 

Despite the past sub-tribal division and distribution of mines and related revenue, local residents 

claimed that there had been some occasional disputes between local residents or communities as 

a result of extraction. These disputes were usually over ownership of mines, or somebody 

extracting without permission of the sub-tribal owners of a mine. For instance, one local resident 

described a dispute between the Tani and Badar Khailo (from North Waziristan) whereby the 

two entered armed conflict over ownership of an extractive site on the border, with the Tani 

winning this conflict. Another local resident described a dispute between two sub-tribes of 

Warzala area over the ownership of a mine, with the dispute being resolved after tribal elders 

agreed to equally divide the labor and revenue of the mine between these two sub-tribes. The 

Tani district governor also described a dispute between two sub-tribes in the Warzala area over 

ownership of a mine that had not yet been resolved. It is worth noting that many of these disputes 

were reported to have involved armed conflict and subsequent injuries and deaths among some 

community members. 

 

Local residents did not refer to other kinds of disputes directly associated with extraction. 

However, several people did suggest that small, petty disputes had increased since the 

termination of extraction. These disputes were perceived to be a consequence of local residents 

being unemployed and having more time on their hands, with one tribal elder suggesting that 

when people were busy working on extraction, they rarely had time to engage in disputes over 

small issues. 

 

Environmental impact 

 

Local residents suggested that extraction in Warzala had few negative environmental impacts, 

partly due to the large number of trees on the mountains that would assist in blocking dust 

produced through extraction. Nevertheless, several residents suggested that extraction had led to 

noise pollution and road damage due to large consignments, although these impacts were 

considered to be an acceptable trade off for the economic benefits of extraction. Residents 

claimed that the termination of extraction in the last two years has led to more serious negative 

environmental impacts due the felling of trees and selling of wood as an increasing form of labor 

and household livelihood, with far fewer trees now than before. 
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Extraction monitoring 

 

When extraction occurred, tribal elders and the secretaries that they employed were primarily 

responsible for monitoring the extractive process. In particular, secretaries monitored worker 

attendance, financial matters and monthly reporting related to extraction, and ensured that 

workers were not stealing chromite. In cases where secretaries discovered thefts (which was 

reported to occur infrequently), they would refer these to the tribal elders who resolved the 

dispute, mainly by applying fines. As already noted, local arbaki were employed to protect and 

monitor the security of mines, including ensuring that workers did not remove chromite without 

permission. The Director of the Khost Department of Mines and Petroleum stated that now that 

extraction had stopped in all of Tani district, the government had assumed responsibility for 

monitoring extractive sites every 10 to 15 days to ensure that illegal extraction was not 

occurring, with government officials sometimes monitoring incognito to avoid conflict with local 

residents. 

 

When asked about how monitoring could improve if extraction were to continue in future, local 

residents firmly expressed their desire that previously existing systems should continue. When 

presented with the hypothetical that the government was to assume control of extraction, 

residents insisted that tribal elders and secretaries should play an important role due to their prior 

experience in managing extraction. Another perceived benefit of keeping extraction monitoring 

in the hands of tribal elders was their respected positions within the community, whereby local 

residents would be unlikely to breach the rules and regulations of extraction. 

 

Community incentives and disincentives for supporting extraction 

 

Given a two-year cease of extraction, local residents strongly supported the government adopting 

a role in the continuity of extraction in the area. The strongest incentive of government-

controlled extraction was the perceived services and infrastructure that the government could 

provide, including schools, hospitals, electricity, improved roads, access to water, and the 

provision of employment. However, it was strongly stated that local residents should not be 

treated simply as extractive laborers and should be given shares in extractive revenue, with some 

suggesting that the government should buy chromite from local tribes at the same price as 

previously sold. Local residents also have strong expectations that they should remain the main 

source of extractive labor in the mines in their communities, with jobs only given to outsiders if 

there are insufficient individuals at the community or district level to extract effectively. 

Government officials interviewed for the research also suggested that it was in the best interests 

of both local residents and the government to ensure that local people were provided with 

services, infrastructure and employment, partly in order to maintain the economic livelihoods of 

local communities, and also to ensure that no violent uprising occurred to destabilize the region. 

The Tani district governor also suggested that local residents should be given shares in extraction 



   

 

 28 

revenue, albeit under the condition that extraction is implemented by the government or 

companies contracted by the government. 

 

Community members expressed other incentives for government-controlled extraction, including 

perceptions that the government could professionalize extraction due to its superior access to 

skilled technical staff and technologies. There is particular support for government extraction 

from those who acknowledge that not all sub-tribes benefit equally due to some tribes living in 

communities that are not acknowledged as mine owners and who thus do not receive shares in 

revenue. 

 

Some of the people are saying, who do not have share in mines, that the government 

(should) start extracting the mines and the mountains should belong to the government, 

it is not the private property that the people by their names extract the chromate and 

then illegally sell the chromate to the businessmen. Therefore, if the government is 

working in mines then the whole people in the society will receive the economic benefit 

from the mines. One tribe receives the economic benefit from the mine but the other 

tribe is deprived from the income of mines. (Local community member, Warzala) 

 

Another incentive for government-controlled extraction was the recognition that large amounts 

of revenue would no longer be directed to Pakistan and Pakistani traders, instead supporting the 

economic growth of Afghanistan and Afghans. 

 

One local resident suggested that the government should play an important role in ensuring the 

security of the district along the border with North Waziristan, which was seen as highly fragile 

due to recent Pakistani military operations and also the possibility of Taliban entering 

Afghanistan and attempting to attack the district. Although it was stated that no Taliban could 

currently occupy Tani district, several residents acknowledged that this may change in the future 

and that the government’s presence would be essential in ensuring that security was maintained. 

Others stated that the government should set up more security checkpoints in fragile areas around 

the district, although it appears that local residents would prefer to retain a group of arbaki to 

provide the security of the mines themselves. Despite widespread support for the government 

playing a stronger role in security, a few local residents, particularly tribal elders, expressed 

distrust in the government’s ability to ensure security of mines due to their corrupt behavior in 

the past and lack of effective monitoring of illegal extraction and smuggling. 
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Kunar 

 
Figure 4: Map of chromite and nitrate mines in Khas Kunar District, Kunar 

 
 

Characteristics and history of extractive sites 

 

There are several key mining sites in the Khas Kunar district of Kunar province, with the 

district’s close proximity to Pakistan easily enabling illegal mining activities as the raw materials 

could be easily smuggled across the border. The two most common forms of extractive materials 

found in the district are chromite and nitrate. Respondents named a number of extractive areas in 

Khas Kunar district in which chromite was located, including Sarkai, Wali, Shali, Mullah Ghor, 

Yakha Chena, Woch Jaghori, Ghokhtonkai and Maya areas. Nitrate is reported to be located in 

Wali, Totaki and Chenchen areas. A few respondents also mentioned the extraction of sulfur and 

“green-colored” stones in Khas Kunar district, however further information was not provided.  

 

The majority of interviews for this research were conducted in the Sarkai area, located on the 

Sarkai mountain (named because of its red color), where chromite mines are located. The key 

chromite extraction site in Sarkai is approximately 500 meters away from the main district road 

and most villages are within a three-kilometer radius. People from the Momand tribe who once 
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lived in Sarkai area were reported to have returned from Pakistan once the extraction of chromite 

began in order to profit from extractive activities. However, there were frequent reports in the 

interviews that the rights over the chromite mines in Khas Kunar were in fact controlled by the 

Hussain Khail tribe. Although no respondents from Chenchen area were interviewed, several key 

figures, including government officials and police, frequently referred to extraction in Chenchen 

due to the recent illegal extraction of nitrate. Chenchen area is currently reported to be under the 

control of the Taliban. 

 

According to the information provided by local residents of Sarkai, chromite mines in the Sarkai 

Mountains were first discovered and extracted approximately eight to ten years ago during the 

Hamid Karzai government. Most respondents could not name the exact year, although one 

village elder suggested that extraction started in 1387 in the Solar Hijri calendar (2008 in the 

Gregorian calendar). According to respondents, Pakistani businessmen arrived with samples of 

chromite and told the local residents that this stone was present in the mountains and that they 

would be willing to purchase it. Any large-scale extraction stopped in Sarkai area about four to 

six years ago. Some respondents suggested that a cease in extraction had occurred when the 

demand for local chromite dropped due to its reported low quality; however, others suggested 

that the government’s crack down on illegal extraction also played a key role in a stop to mining 

in Saraki area. 

 

Less was known about the history of nitrate extraction in Chenchen area, likely due to the 

interviews being conducted with residents of Sarkai area. However, some respondents referred to 

Chinese engineers alerting local elders that nitrate could be found in the area, leading to illegal 

extraction. One village leader also noted that these engineers would have been unlikely to enter 

the community without backing from powerbrokers. It is unclear exactly when extraction of 

Chenchen area began; however, unlike chromite extraction in other parts of the district, which 

has ceased, nitrate is still being extracted illegally although on a small scale and largely in secret. 

 

Current actors and roles 

 

A complex network of key actors were described to be involved in illegal extraction in Khas 

Kunar district, including local communities (led by tribal elders), the government (including 

local government officials and security forces), local powerbrokers (some with connections or 

even key roles in government administrations), the Taliban, and traders. 

 

The local communities in Sarkai claim ownership of the mines, although community members 

recognized that the land on which mines were located belonged formally to the state.  
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The mines are located in our lands. We understand that mines are the property of the 

state. However, our people disagree because we have a tradition that whatever is 

discovered in our lands, it belongs to us. (Community member and laborer, Sarkai) 

 

In the Sarkai area, local communities organized extraction activities amongst themselves, in one 

of two ways: (1) local mine owners contracted mining operations to others in the community or 

region who were responsible for hiring labor, extracting and selling to traders, and (2) local mine 

owners managed all mining operations themselves, selling directly to traders (mainly from 

Pakistan). In either case, wages were paid to mining laborers (between 300-500 Pakistani rupees 

daily), and shares in extractive revenue were shared according to a distribution system 

administrated through the local tribal elders (by 10 tribal representatives according to one village 

elder). According to one tribal elder, shares in revenue were divided among 124 families in the 

tribe and then further divided according to number of sons in the family. Although families with 

many sons received more shares, they also had to pay compensation for these shares to the rest of 

the tribe in case of any losses. In Saraki area, non-members of the tribe were allowed to receive 

wages for labor, but did not have rights to shares in extractive revenue. 

 

In Chenchen, local community members also claim ownership of mines; however, a revenue 

distribution system led by tribal elders does not appear to exist, with extraction mostly conducted 

by individuals who work at night, “under the cover of darkness”, and who take individual 

responsibility for trading and keep any extractive revenue earned.  

 

Local government officials, both from the security forces and the local government 

administration, also play a role in extraction, despite the national government formally banning 

illegal extraction. Several respondents, including a tribal elder and a local police commander, 

suggested that the security commander of the Khas Kunar district, Commander Qais, demanded 

informal taxes on extractive revenue from the people of Sarkai and also from traders transferring 

raw materials to Nangarhar province through police checkpoints. Respondents also accused the 

ALP of being involved in extraction, with the ALP Commander Noor Mohammad also reported 

to have applied informal taxes and, furthermore, allegedly involved in the trading of raw 

materials himself. Although the data was not clear in relation to how this occurred, one village 

elder suggested that the ALP Commander and his family members had imported some kind of 

machinery to break up stones that were then packed and sold to Americans. The previous Khas 

Kunar District Governor was also reportedly implicated in extraction by demanding large sums 

of money from tribal elders to allow illegal extraction to continue. 

 

While government officials (particularly police commanders) were largely spoken about in 

relation to corruption and informal taxing of revenue, respondents also referred to the current 

district government more recently opposing extraction. The current Khas Kunar district governor 
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described a number of changes he had attempted to implement since he began his term, including 

prioritizing the stop of illegal extraction in Chenchen area. 

 

When I became district governor I told everybody that my first work is to halt and stop 

extraction of the Chenchen mine...power brokers were involved, then I complained to 

the provincial level that local power brokers are involved in this process, for example, 

district governor of Gosht and he made some problems for me as well, and the province 

officials did not help me to prevent illegal extraction of Chenchen mine. So we fired 

some bullets on the Chenchen mine from far distance and that helped in at least 

lowering the extraction of mines, but we can’t prevent it 100 percent because the area is 

under control of Taliban presently. (District Governor, Khas Kunar) 

 

Police attacks on chenchen mine have reportedly led to local community members’ fear of the 

government and increasing support for the Taliban. Attacks have also led to local residents and 

powerbrokers extracting predominantly at night in order to remain undetected and safe from 

police attacks. 

 

Nearly all interview respondents referred to the role of key powerbrokers in illegal extraction; 

particularly Faraidoon Momand, a member of parliament from the neighboring district of Goshta 

in Nangarhar province. According to a number of respondents, including government officials 

such as the current District Governor of Khas Kunar (Danish – surname not stated), the MP is 

currently one of the key illegal extractors of nitrate in the Chenchen area and transports raw 

materials to Pakistan. According to these respondents, the MP pays the Taliban to allow him to 

extract, with one tribal elder claiming that the MP’s payment to the Taliban was partially made 

in order to support the group’s conflict with the government to ensure that the government did 

not take control of the area and put a stop to illegal extraction. 

 

Both power brokers and the Taliban are seen as the actors that local communities must 

subordinate to if they want to benefit from extraction. These two types of actors reportedly 

support one another when it comes to mining activities in Chenchen because, according to the 

perceptions of respondents, both the Taliban and power brokers are supported by Pakistan 

(which is reported to play a crucial role in smuggling the extracted minerals out of Afghanistan). 

 

Pakistani traders are also key actors in extraction in Khas Kunar district. The local elders 

interviewed largely explained the role of traders as facilitating the smuggling of extracted 

minerals across the border and implementing further trade. As described by respondents from 

Saraki, these traders and foreign contractors have significant power to cut off a whole mining 

community from any benefits if they decide that the quality is no longer according to their 

requirements. Indeed, this occurred when the large-scale mining of chromite was shut down in 

Saraki several years ago.  
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Community benefits and costs of extraction 

 

Economic 

 

During the time when the extraction of chromite was still active in Saraki area, local mine 

owners, contractors and tribal members were reported to have benefited economically, leading to 

a rise in consumption and standard of living. Furthermore, many local residents from other tribes 

and communities were able to find employment in one of the mines (albeit without access to 

revenue shares) or receive wages for transporting minerals on their donkeys, thus also benefiting 

economically from illegal extraction. Many stories were shared of community members buying 

vehicles (cars and motorbikes), building or buying houses, buying new clothes and improving 

the quality of the food they ate, although it was recognized that not all community members 

could afford to make such large purchases. Furthermore, many local residents who had moved to 

Pakistan returned to Saraki to reap the benefits of extraction.  

 

The economic upturn from extraction has not had a permanent effect on the life of the local 

residents in Sarkai due to the mines ceasing extraction. Local residents have either largely 

returned to agricultural activities, the predominant form of livelihoods activities prior to the onset 

of illegal extraction, or left the community and returned to Pakistan. 

 

The extraction of mines in Saraki village is now banned. It has consequently greatly 

affected the lives of villagers. Most villagers of Saraki village went back to Pakistan 

after closure of the business. The residents of Saraki village used to work in their fields. 

They had never experienced such a luxurious life before. The extraction of mines has 

changed their lives but they all went back to Pakistan after the extraction process 

ended. (Tribal leader, Saraki) 

 

The suspension of extraction of mines has not greatly affected the lives of local villagers 

because we started working on our own fields. Businessmen suffered the most. Tons of 

their raw materials are still inside the sites. They were not allowed to transport them. 

(Community member and laborer, Saraki) 

 

Different respondents interpreted the impact of Saraki extraction ceasing in different ways; with 

some suggesting that the negative impact on economic life was large and others suggesting that it 

had been minimal (in this latter case, especially for poorer laborers who had not benefited that 

much economically to start with). Nevertheless, a number of community members and tribal 

elders suggested that the ones to suffer most from the cease of extraction were contractors and 

businessmen who had retained large amounts of extractive material but could not currently sell 

this material. 
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In contrast to the chromite mines in the Sarkai area, the nitrate mine in Chenchen is still a small 

extraction operation. Local respondents from Saraki suggested that those working in the mines of 

Chenchen can only extract a limited amount of raw material due to the smaller scale of extraction 

and insecurity stemming from government attacks on the mines. Consequently, extraction in 

Chenchen does not appear to have led to the same economic benefits for local communities as 

chromite extraction once did in Saraki. On the contrary, some local residents who used to be able 

to take their animals grazing in the area around the mines have reportedly lost this source of 

income, as they fear being targeted by shots fired by the government. It should be noted that 

these reports came from the people of Saraki, not of Chenchen area, and thus could not be 

verified. 

 

Services 

 

Local community members reported that at the peak of extraction, while many individuals and 

families benefited from income opportunities, few improvements had been made with regards to 

access to services or infrastructure in Saraki or Chenchen. Although there were several reports of 

local communities building mosques, which also provided spaces for children’s madrasa 

education, there were no other reports of infrastructure, services or development projects as a 

result of extraction. Several respondents suggested that the lack of services and infrastructure 

could be partially attributed to the illegal nature of extraction, with some perceptions that formal 

government extraction would likely lead to better implementation of infrastructure and services.  

 

Security 

 

There is an overall perception that security was good in Saraki in the past due to a lack of 

Taliban presence, with Taliban known to have demanded taxes from contractors traveling 

outside of the area or district, but to have never created security problems in Saraki area itself. 

Nevertheless, a number of respondents suggested that security was currently deteriorating, 

especially in areas such as Chenchen, where the government has little or no control and where 

the Taliban have an increasingly strong foothold.  

 

According to a number of local residents in Saraki, the Taliban extort money from those 

residents working in the mines in exchange for allowing illegal extraction to take place and 

ensuring security in the area (i.e. protecting local residents from violence perceived to be enacted 

by the state). Indeed, as already noted, the Afghan security forces have been firing guns and 

rockets towards the Chenchen mining site to prevent illegal extraction, creating tensions and 

mistrust between local residents and the government.  
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Taliban have also disrupted the security of the area because they don't want the 

government to have control over the area and want the people to be able to illegally 

extract the mines, in order for them to be able to take money from the local people. The 

people of Chenchen area are supporting the Taliban, even some of the people of that 

area have joined the Taliban so that they can oppose the current government, and 

enable the locals to be able to illegally extract mines. The people of Chenchen believe 

that if the government has authority over their area, they wouldn't be able to extract the 

mines illegally. (Local elder, Saraki) 

 

These narratives certainly suggest that government bans on illegal extraction might be fuelling 

local loyalties to the Taliban in Chenchen area; however, these findings need to be read with 

caution as they are derived from interviews with residents of Saraki. It is unknown how residents 

of Chenchen feel about Taliban control in their area and whether the Taliban is an enabling or 

disabling factor in security and illegal extraction. 

 

Taxes 

 

The majority of interview respondents mentioned one form or another of informal taxes, largely 

by government officials or the Taliban. These payments seem to have ranged from about 10 per 

cent of extractive revenue to large flat fees demanded by government officials. As previously 

noted, although the current government administration is perceived to be less involved in 

informal taxing than the previous administration, district and local police commanders are 

reported to be continuing their imposition of informal taxes. It is not clear, however, how this is 

occurring. Due to a cease in extraction in Saraki, informal taxes are no longer being applied as 

there is no revenue. In Chenchen area, Taliban are reported to be applying taxes in the name of 

oshor (the amount was not stated) in exchange for protection of local communities; however, it is 

unclear how police officials are able to impose taxes in the Taliban-controlled area. It appears 

that police may impose taxes on local powerbrokers that transport materials through police 

checkpoints on the way to Pakistan, these powerbrokers (such as Faraidoon Momand) reportedly 

collaborating with both the Taliban and the police forces. 

 

Children and women 

 

Interview respondents expressed diverging opinions about the impact of mining on children. A 

majority of interviews stated that children in extractive communities have experienced a 

disproportionately high negative impact of mining.  Respondents claimed that many children 

started work in the mines instead of continuing to go to school or working in their family fields, 

reportedly lured by the comparatively well-paid wages for extractive labor.  
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It [mining] had negative impact on the children because even those who were just ten 

years old left school and went to work in the mines. (Tribal elder, Saraki) 

 

Others, however, claimed that the children of the communities along with women were 

benefiting from the additional income derived from mining. For example, interviewees stated 

that many local women were able to stop working outside of the household in agriculture and 

farming. Women and children were also reported to enjoy the increased consumption 

experienced by other family members, including the purchase of better quality food and clothes.  

 

Impact on socio-cultural customs and relations 

 

Local residents are divided in how they evaluate the mining’s impact on socio-cultural customs 

in the area. Many locals claimed that there has been a positive change in the local customs, while 

others complained that the mining has had negative impacts.  

 

The sudden wealth and competition over resources has reportedly sparked animosity between 

communities in Saraki, particularly based on perceptions of unequal distribution of wealth. 

However, one respondent argued that despite conflicts, the status of local community members 

in Saraki had improved in the eyes of other communities. 

 

The residents of Sarkai village were considered unreliable. The residents of other 

villagers even did not lend them money. However, the extraction of mines changed this 

trend. Other villagers started lending money to the residents of Sarkai village because 

they knew that now they can return their debts. (Village elder, Saraki) 

 

Despite some tensions between communities, a number of respondents suggested that intra-

community harmony and tribal belonging had been enhanced, partly due to a new experience of 

unity after former residents returned from Pakistan (although this newfound unity may reduce 

now that residents are moving back to Pakistan). 

 

Some community members perceive the influx of money in the area to have had a negative 

impact on the moral behavior of residents, including perceptions that corruption has increased in 

the area.  

 

Yes it did destroy our social system, because corruption and problems increased with 

these mines, whenever anybody was trying to transfer raw materials from the district to 

the city then there were some police check points on the way and they had to give 

money to them...Our clean and holy social system was destroyed due to it. And people 

are doing bad things because of the mines. (Village elder) 
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Some elders also claimed that the revenue from mining has affected young people’s outlook on 

work. When the Sarkai extraction died down, many miners, in particular the younger ones, were 

reported to no longer be satisfied with returning to farming and agricultural labor. Many young 

people consequently left the area rather than return to the farms, with some reported to have 

migrated overseas with income derived from extraction activities. 

 

Local community members described a number of other social and cultural changes resulting 

from extraction, primarily related to an increase in consumption, particularly during special 

celebrations such as Eid and weddings, with local people reported to have enjoyed more lavish 

and stylish weddings during the years of extraction, and more purchases of nice clothes and good 

quality food during Eid. However, no respondents mentioned any further cultural or social 

transformations in this regard beyond increased consumption. Furthermore, unlike in other 

provinces, nobody suggested that dowry costs has been impacted, with one village elder 

suggested that walwar was not a common practice in the district. 

 

Impact on conflict and local governance 

 

There was widespread consensus that extraction had not led to any substantial conflicts or 

disputes between residents of Saraki area. Several residents suggested that in the early days of 

extraction, some conflicts arose over competition for mine ownership and control. However, 

these conflicts were reported to have been largely resolved through tribal elders’ development of 

a distribution scheme that satisfied residents (at least those residents in the villages closest to the 

mines who were part of the tribal system).  

 

In the beginning it [the mining] did have effects on the social systems of the people, 

because people got into disputes that this place belongs to me and that place belongs to 

me, and disputes arose amongst the people, so the respect that people had for each 

other was destroyed, but then the tribal elders stepped in and made a mechanism in 

which every household had a representative in the area and that is when the disputes 

got resolved. (FGD with local community members, Saraki) 

 

Those people outside of these villages who did not fall into the tribal distribution scheme were 

reported to have had occasional disputes with mine owners and contractors over labor wages or 

working conditions. However, the interview data did not reveal any large-scale conflicts in this 

regard. 

 

Little was said about local conflict and disputes in Chenchen area. Nevertheless, the interviews 

suggest that extraction may have had a different impact on local governance and conflict in this 

area, likely connected with a lack of formal distribution schemes to ensure equal distribution of 

revenue share.  
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Only the people who have a lot of money or connection with powerful persons can 

extract the mines in the Chenchen area. Therefore, the poor people of the village cannot 

stand against them and ask them for their share of the mines. This results in hatred in 

their hearts and might cause disputes among these people and the people who are 

illegally and forcefully extracting mines. (Tribal elder, Saraki) 

 

As already noted, findings related to the Chenchen area should be read with caution due to 

interviews being conducted with residents from Saraki who did not know much about the 

dynamics of local disputes and their resolution in Chenchen or other mining areas. 

 

Environmental impact 

 

The majority of respondents claimed that there has been little impact on the environment in 

Saraki as most mines: (1) were located far from the villages, (2) were mostly small in scale, (3) 

did not employ heavy machinery, and (4) were located away from roads, with donkeys rather 

than trucks or other vehicles transporting raw material. Only a few interviews stated that some 

trees had to be cut down to enable to mining but that this did not have a significant effect on the 

environment. Nevertheless, one elder complained that the “beauty of the mountain” had been lost 

due to myriad extraction holes, and another respondent suggested that extraction had led to some 

pollution and health problems related to using explosives. 

 

In the case of the Chenchen mine, where the government has started firing shots to ward off 

locals from illegal extraction, some respondents claimed that they can no longer graze their 

animals, partly due to fear of injury but also as the grounds are now littered with empty bullet 

shells.  

 

Extraction monitoring 

 

The majority of interview respondents reported that no extraction monitoring is taking place in 

Saraki due to the cease in extraction. As already noted, when large-scale extraction was taking 

place in Saraki, a shura of tribal elders was appointed to oversee extraction and respondents 

claimed that they performed a function akin to monitoring. The activities of the shura appear to 

have been mainly related to the management of mining contracts with local people, and the 

distribution of revenue to members of the tribe, with little reference to monitoring of negative 

environmental or other impacts. The interviews suggest that there is currently no local 

community monitoring of extraction in the Chenchen area, although this is difficult to verify as 

no residents of the area were interviewed. 
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When asked how monitoring could be improved in future, local residents of Saraki expressed 

doubts about the ability of local people to independently monitor extraction due to their 

involvement in illegal extraction, with suggestions that the government should have a key role in 

monitoring. 

 

The local people can’t monitor the extraction process, because local people are also 

involved in the extraction as well to some extent, so how can they do monitoring. 

(Village elder, Saraki) 

 

The local shura can monitor the process but there has to be one representative from the 

government side as well because if the government representative is involved in it then 

it would not be a corrupt process. (Village elder, Saraki) 

 

If the government wins the support of tribal leaders, it can design a successful and 

effecting monitoring process because if anyone acts against the law, tribal leaders will 

inform the government and provide the government with first hand information. (Tribal 

leader, Saraki) 

 

Interviewees emphasized that the current gap between the government and the local people 

needed to be reduced in order to allow the government to participate in monitoring. Local 

residents suggested that this would require a two-way building of trust and confidence between 

local communities and the government: local community members needed to increase their trust 

that the government could control and monitor extraction without corruption, and the 

government had to trust that tribal elders needed to be consulted and included in all plans for 

extraction operations and monitoring. 

 

One respondent also made the connection between enhanced security and effective monitoring. 

The plethora of actors involved and benefiting from extraction and the associated insecurity not 

only hampers monitoring activities in terms of access but also in terms of understanding where 

the profits of the extraction go. While not explicitly mentioned when asked about the monitoring 

of the extraction, several local residents explained in another context that the increasing 

extraction by individuals rather than contractors also makes it more difficult for communities to 

maintain an oversight over extraction and, by extension, also the monitoring of these activities.  

 

Community incentives and disincentives for supporting extraction 

 

Local community members, regardless of extractive arrangements, seem to favor formal 

government extraction in their area. In fact, univocally, respondents were primarily concerned 

with how to restart or continue extraction most effectively, and how community members would 

benefit. As mentioned above, elders expressed concern that currently access to the benefits of 
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extraction were mostly limited to key powerbrokers, such as the tribes controlling mines, the 

Taliban and other local power brokers. Similarly, the majority of the interviews explained that 

certain powerbrokers such as Feridoon Momand essentially controlled the entire value chain 

beyond the labor that villagers provided. Local respondents felt that these actors are 

disproportionally deriving the economic benefits of extraction at the expense of the local 

communities.  

 

In this context, respondents explained that the involvement of the government might change the 

current system to support local communities more and balance the fair distribution of extractive 

rewards. Local elders in Saraki worried that without a proper government program, mining 

would continue to be ceased or suspended, taking away an important source of income for local 

communities, making economic benefits temporary, and continuing to leave local contractors 

with investments of raw material that had little or no economic worth.  

 

Local community members will benefit more economically when the government itself 

supports the legalization of the mining, because then the government will become 

stronger and then the government can provide more services to the local communities. 

They in turn will benefit more from the mining. Presently the communities are doing it 

illegally and local people only benefit temporarily. (Village elder, Saraki) 

 

Due to the research being fielded in Saraki area, it is not known how local people from Chenchen 

feel about the possibilities of the government implementing formal extraction. However, some 

interview respondents suggested that many local residents in Chenchen saw the government as a 

threat to their security and, furthermore, to their livelihoods due to attacks on mines and 

attempted bans on extraction. In contrast, the Taliban were perceived to be more supportive of 

informal extraction, purportedly providing security to local communities to continue their 

extractive activities. 

 

Although there was widespread support in Saraki for the onset of formal government extraction, 

local community members and tribal elders did make a number of different requests. The most 

frequent request was that the government should provide employment for local residents and, 

furthermore, give extractive contracts to the local people to ensure that they benefited beyond 

receiving labor wages. Village elders also stressed that young people were more likely to join 

anti-government groups if they had few other employment opportunities, and that providing 

extractive labor was an important way of lessening the risks of losing young people to 

insurgency. 

 

Local community members also requested the government to cease corrupt activities, with one 

village elder arguing that if corruption continued then local people would actively discontinue 

their support for government-led extraction. Local residents also requested that the government 
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improve services and infrastructure (particularly schools, health clinics, electricity and roads), 

and address security problems by implementing more police checkpoints to protect local people 

from exploitation by anti-government groups. The Khas Kunar district governor’s perceptions of 

incentives largely mirrored those of local communities.  

 

From the revenue of the mine, the government should increase the number of police 

forces in our area, and they should be given new weapons, so that they can take care of 

security in insecure areas, and also the government should work on health and 

education sectors, so that people’s perception on the government changes. The 

government should award the contract of mine extraction to local people of that area, 

because whenever extraction begins in a formal way then the government will benefit 

the most from it, and also the private sector can gain from it a lot and will develop, and 

the foreign countries would not interfere as well in it. Presently they are not working for 

the community and they are extracting it illegally. The local people are benefiting far 

less from it, and there are some families that are not benefiting from it at all. (Khas 

Kunar district governor) 

 

Some respondents have pinned even greater hope on the government, expecting a formal mining 

sector development plan that does not only provide better equipment for the current mining 

operations but also expects the government to develop new mines together with the local 

communities.  

 

Despite the trust that a significant proportion of the respondents had in the government to 

improve the mining sector in Kunar, at least one respondent expressed outright doubt about the 

ability of the government to bring about changes. Indeed, the government is currently perceived 

to be as much a part of the problem (demanding bribes, causing insecurity in the area, and failing 

to provide services and infrastructure) as the solution. Furthermore, local residents have come to 

view the dependency on foreign contractors and traders as a disincentive, with little evidence that 

the government would be able to provide efficient support to ensure that extracted minerals 

would be purchased and sold at a fair price. Similarly, as mentioned above, so far the 

government has been implicated in diminishing the benefits for local communities by demanding 

monthly flat-fees for informal extraction and requesting bribes at police check posts.  
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Samangan 

 
Figure 5: Map of coalmines in Dara-e Sufi Payin and Dara-e Sufi Bala areas of Dara-e Souf District, Samangan 

 
 

Characteristics and history of extractive sites 

 

The district of Dara-e-souf in northern Samangan province is divided in two parts, Dara-e-souf 

Bala (Upper Dara-e-souf) and Dara-e-souf Paayen (Lower Dara-e-souf). Coalmines are located 

in the upper part of the district, Dara-e-souf Bala. According to local residents, there are two 

main areas within this sub-part of the district where extraction occurs, Shikha and Tor, which are 

located approximately two hours travel from one another.  Shikha is located in a plain area in 

which local residents used to cultivate wheat, while Tor is located in a mountainous area, with 

the quality of coal said to be better in Tor area. The interviews for this research were conducted 

in both areas. Popular mines were named as Jaihoon, Shab Bashak, Dasha, Shahkol, Sia Qurkh, 

Darweza, Chang Aab, Quramkul, Daud Darwaza and Garmak, with some consensus that more 

than 500 mines existed in the Dara-e-Souf Bala area of the district. Dara-e-souf Bala is 

predominantly inhabited by Hazara people. 
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There are some competing narratives in relation to when extraction first began. Some local 

community members suggested that residents extracted coal for household heating purposes as 

far back as Zahir Shah era (1933 to 1973) and throughout the Mujahedeen and Taliban regimes, 

with both residents and the government first beginning extraction for revenue and trade during 

the Hamid Harzai government. Others suggested that the government had already begun small-

scale extraction for revenue during the Zahir Shah era through the Daud Khan era, ceasing 

extraction during the Mujahedeen and Taliban regimes (with some reports of Mujahedeen 

burning down extractive sites). It appears that the government’s involvement in extraction may 

have started many decades ago in Shikha area, perhaps due to its more accessible location from 

the district center, but later in Tor area due to its location further away in a mountainous region 

that is more difficult to access, although this is difficult to confirm from the interviews. Despite 

competing narratives, there was consensus that large-scale extraction for revenue by both the 

government and local people became widespread during the Karzai government, with the 

government sub-contracting a significant proportion of extraction to mining companies.  

 

Current actors and roles 

 

The three primary actors currently controlling extraction in Dara-e-Souf Bala, in both Shikha and 

Tor areas, are the government, mining companies contracted by the government, and local 

people and powerbrokers who have claimed ownership of mines. The government conducts 

some extraction itself through a team authorized by the Samangan Department of Mines and 

Petroleum, including engineers and other technical professionals, with labor also being hired 

directly through the Department. The government has also contracted a proportion of extraction 

(although the proportion is unknown) to mining companies such as Momand, Khoshak, Garmak 

and Tolo Aftab. Extraction by local people is controlled by those who claim ownership of the 

land on which mines are located.  

 

Many private mines are reported to be ‘owned’ by powerbrokers with strong links with the 

government, with government officials and political actors themselves also owning mines (for 

instance, many interviewees named Masoma Khawari, a member of parliament in Samangan, as 

an owner of a large number of mines). These powerbrokers are frequently reported to avoid 

paying formal taxes to the government. 

 

In the last 10 years, strongmen have increased a lot because people who made money 

out of these mines now hired a lot of people. These people who made a lot of money 

because of these mines, are now also well connected with government official both 

district, provincial and even national level figures within the government and outside of 

the government. (Police officer) 
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I heard the trucks that transport coal from Masoma’s mines are not weighed at the 

scale and they are let go without paying the tax of 1550 AFN, but I have not seen it 

because I work in the mine all day long and the scale is also far from my home. (Local 

resident and miner) 

 

Most local residents suggested that the government did not interfere with private extraction, with 

a number of main reasons cited for why this was the case: (1) in order to avoid conflict with local 

communities, (2) due to difficulties accessing and thus extracting sites located very far away, (3) 

due to the taxes they could charge on consignments transported from private mines, and (4) due 

to corruption within the government whereby the interests of some local powerbrokers were 

protected.  

 

The government is widely acknowledged to benefit the most from extraction due to the direct 

revenue that it receives from extraction, revenue received from mining companies, and taxes 

received from private mining. It was unclear from the interviews how much revenue the 

government receives from mining companies, with some residents suggesting that the 

government leased mines to companies for 1500 Afs (although it was unclear whether this was 

the cost for leases per day). One resident suggested that the government leased extractive sites to 

companies for an annual rate of up to three million Afs. Residents claimed that mining 

companies were not taxed on extractive revenue.  

 

There were also some conflicting reports of how the government taxes or receives revenue from 

extractive products mined privately. One local resident stated that the government charged 1500 

Afs per ton in taxes for coal extracted privately, while another residents suggested the amount 

was 50 Afs per ton, with several scales set up at key locations to ensure that consignments 

transported by traders were effectively taxed. Other residents stated that the government charged 

traders 1500 Afs per truck for the service of weighing consignments in locations where scales 

were situated. It is probably unlikely that the government receives 1550 Afs per ton of coal in 

taxes if reports from community members are correct that coal is sold for anywhere between 500 

and 1600 Afs per ton, with 1550 Afs per consignment/truck being more feasible. However, given 

that high-level government officials could not be interviewed for the research, the data could not 

confirm the formal cost of taxes and other services such as weighing raw materials.2 

A number of local residents suggested that some government officials were highly corrupt and 

also applied informal taxes on consignments of coal at weighing points. The district governor, 

local and district police commanders were all accused of applying informal taxes, or allowing 

consignments to pass weighing service areas without being weighed in exchange for a bribe. 

 

                                                 
2 It appears that the government official interviewed worked in administration and had very little information about 

extraction. 
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Other important actors involved in extraction are laborers, hired directly by the government, by 

mining companies, or by private owners. Extraction labor is conducted by local people and also 

by those who travel to Dara-e-souf Bala area from other parts of the district, other districts and 

even other provinces. There was consensus among local people that extractive labor was very 

accessible and that familial, personal or other connections with powerbrokers or government 

officials were not required to secure employment. 

 

There were a number of different systems described for paying extractive labor. According to 

some local residents, extraction laborers working as miners, guards or as supervisors are paid 

wages of between 8,000 and 12,000 Afs per month, with miners sometimes being given a daily 

wage of between 400 and 600 Afs. One resident stated that specific wages were not set on a daily 

basis but, rather, based on the amount of coal extracted, with 400 Afs paid per ton of coal 

extracted, with laborers also having to cover the costs of transporting coal to mine owners (often 

through donkeys). Several residents suggested that laborers working on loading consignments 

are paid between 3000 and 4500 Afs per consignment depending on the size of the vehicle. 

Private mine owners often lease their mines to laborers, other residents or contractors from other 

provinces and receive between a quarter and a sixth of revenue in exchange.  

 

Coal buyers and traders are also important actors, with a number of local-, district- and 

provincial-level traders reported to purchase coal directly from private owners and transport it to 

Mazar-e Sharif (Balkh province), Hirat, Kabul, Pakistan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan. Traders are 

responsible for most transportation of raw material outside of the province, with some local 

people who own vehicles sometimes transporting raw materials to traders in other provinces. 

Traders and others who transport coal must assume the risks of this transportation, including 

paying bribes to government officials and encountering anti-government actors on the roads. 

 

Local residents stated that anti-government groups such as the Taliban had no presence within 

Dara-e-Souf Bala and thus had no role in extraction. However, all residents reported Taliban 

presence on a major road leading outside of Samangan on the way to Mazar-e Sharif city in 

neighboring Balkh province. The Taliban reportedly charges informal taxes on consignments 

(1550 Afs per ton according to one resident and 1550 Afs per consignment according to others) 

may retaliate with violence if payments are refused, including burning down trucks and beating 

those who transport. 

 

Community benefits and costs of extraction 

 

Economic 

 

The economic condition of local people in Dara-e-Souf Bala is generally perceived to have 

improved as a result of extraction; however, it was widely recognized that private owners and the 



   

 

 46 

people they sometimes contracted extraction to benefit much more than laborers, purchasing 

houses, cars, businesses and land. Many community members suggested that now there was a 

much greater disparity in wealth between mine owners and laborers, and that mine owners now 

thought themselves as socially and economically superior to others. Several residents also 

complained that the government provided wooden panels to support mine infrastructure to mine 

owners with links with the government or those who could pay bribes, with mine owners with 

fewer resources, or those local people who leased or contracted access to private mines, have less 

access to wood provided by the government. 

 

Many residents suggested that although poor people had, to a large extent, remained poor, 

laborers were nonetheless thankful for employment opportunities, describing higher levels of 

poverty and unemployment before large-scale extraction begun in the Karzai government era, 

particularly in Tor area due to poor agricultural land and lack of viable livelihoods.  

 

A police officer suggested that one of the negative economic sides of extraction was that local 

people had become almost entirely reliant on extractive revenue to survive. He expressed 

concerns that if mines were closed by the government or by other actors, few families had any 

substitute activities to support their economic livelihoods.  

 

Services and infrastructure 

 

Local residents did not mention many types of service and infrastructure projects that had been 

implemented as a result of extraction. Several did mention the building of more bazaars, 

presumably to bolster coal trade. However, there was some consensus that any revenue or wages 

derived from extraction was usually directed into personal and family consumption. Several 

residents argued that extractive revenue had not been directed to much-needed services such as 

construction of water wells or construction of schools or medical centers. Both the government 

and local people, particularly powerbrokers who own mines, are perceived to be responsible for 

ensuring the implementation of service and infrastructure projects, and failing to do so. 

 

Security 

 

Most residents suggested that security was good within the Dara-e-Souf Bala area of the district 

and had largely improved as a result of extraction due to a stronger police presence and more 

police checkpoints positioned in strategic locations. Security was also perceived to have 

improved due to local residents being busy with extraction, with unemployment widely 

recognized as a key driver of crime and anti-government activity but one that was no longer 

relevant. 
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The security of the area has improved with extraction of mines because everyone has 

job. No one intervene in one’s business, people used to move around with guns due to 

no government and bad security. There was to robbery but now everything is good. 

(Local resident) 

 

Another positive impact is that all the youth are busy working in mines and they do need 

join armed groups, because most of the people who join armed groups are due to 

unemployment. (Miner and local resident) 

 

Although security within the district was perceived to be good, as previously mentioned, local 

residents referred to anti-government activities on roads leading to other provinces, particularly 

Balkh province, with Taliban intercepting extractive consignments, sometimes leading to 

violence. 

 

Taxes 

 

As already outlined above, the government was perceived to benefit much more than local 

people due to their formal taxing of extractive revenue at key weighing locations leading outside 

of the district. These taxes were perceived to be too high and thus detrimental to local people and 

traders. Furthermore, government officials and police were perceived to be highly corrupt 

through their informal taxing and acceptance of bribes at the same weighing locations. 

 

Children and women 

 

Local residents noted that extraction had largely had a positive impact on children, who were 

now able to attend schools and had increased education opportunities, and who also had better 

access to health services through better transport to district or province center medical facilities. 

Nevertheless, not all children were reported to enjoy these benefits, with local residents stating 

that some children, particularly in poorer families, were required to work in extraction (although 

rarely in mining and usually in smaller jobs such as riding donkeys that transport raw material). 

Child labor was seen as particularly important for families led by widows or for orphaned 

children. 

 

Most women were perceived to enjoy the same economic benefits of extraction received by their 

families, including having better and newer clothes and other forms of consumption. Few 

interview participants mentioned other benefits of extraction on women, except for one resident 

who noted that maternal deaths had reduced due to women’s better access to medical services. 
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Impact on socio-cultural customs and relations 

 

There was a wide range of reported impacts of extraction on socio-cultural customs and 

relations, some positive and some negative. Just as extraction was perceived to have improved 

security due to young people being too busy working and earning income to join anti-

government groups or commit crimes, there were some perceptions that there had been a strong 

reduction in drug use (e.g. hashish, opium, alcohol) for the same reasons. Unity was perceived to 

have been heightened by the fact that employment opportunities had led to local community 

members staying in the region rather than migrating to other provinces or countries. 

Furthermore, local residents spoke proudly of their district being the recipients of migrants from 

other regions and provinces, exposing local people to new cultures, languages and knowledge.  

 

Other positive social impacts of extraction mentioned included an increase in recreational 

activities such as Buzkashi, providing more opportunities for engagement, socializing and unity 

between community members both within and between villages. However, not all residents 

spoke positively about the increase in opportunities to play and watch Buzkashi, with some 

perceptions that traditions around the game had changed. One resident suggested that although 

wealthy families once donated chapan (cloak), hats, cash or other prizes to the winner of a game, 

now they brought these gifts to games but only gave them if their relatives were the winners. 

Another resident suggested that the giving of gifts and prizes rarely happened at all anymore. 

 

Local residents reported a large increase in walwar and wedding costs as a result of extraction. 

Although many people perceived this to be positive as it was believed to be a sign of economic 

improvement, some local residents suggested that not all people could enjoy the benefits of such 

economic improvement.  

 

Walwar has not only increased in our area but has raised in the whole country, because 

one person has money and he will pay as much as the father of the girl asks him for. 

However, if a poor person wants to get his son married, he cannot pay that amount of 

money because he is told by the father of the girl that go and check out, this particular 

person paid this high amount of money as Walwar, so you should also pay the same. 

They don’t even think that, the other person was rich and this is a poor person, where 

would he find this amount of money. (Miner and local resident) 

 

Due to the increase of walwar and wedding costs, poorer families were unable to afford to marry 

their sons and were unable to host the same lavish weddings as more wealthy families, leading to 

shame and, according to some residents, poorer attendance at weddings. One miner also 

suggested that due to high expectations of wedding parties, some poor families took out loans in 

order to be able to enjoy the same food and entertainment as more wealthy families and thus 

improve their status in the eyes of others. 
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The most negative impact of extraction, stated by the majority of interview participants, was a 

large reduction in respect for tribal elders, mullahs, and other community leaders. Indeed, young 

people, particularly those who had become wealthy from extraction, were reported to ridicule the 

power of local community leaders whose roles were perceived by many to have become 

redundant. 

 

Impact on conflict and local governance 

 

Despite the reported reduction in respect for tribal elders and other community leaders, these 

actors remain central to conflict and dispute resolution, although some community leaders were 

reported to also have ownership of mines, calling their impartiality into question. It appears that 

the government is also playing an increasingly important role in the resolution of disputes, 

particularly if informal dispute resolution mechanisms are ineffective.  

 

The most frequent type of conflict occurring in Dara-e-Souf Bala is related to disputes over the 

ownership of mines, mainly among private mines owners, with local residents providing 

numerous examples of such disputes. In one example, local residents from Tor and Shikha areas 

entered a conflict over ownership of land on which a coal mine was located, with both tribal 

elders and the government being called in to resolve the dispute. According to a local resident, 

the government temporarily closed the extraction site until it could be determined who had legal 

documents proving their ownership of land, with the people from Tor winning the dispute. Other 

similar examples were shared, usually involving disputes between people from the same locality, 

with either tribal elders or government officials investigating and allocating ownership to the 

actor with legal documentation of land ownership where mines were located. Some of these 

disputes were even reported to have led to violent conflicts and death. 

 

That government officials participate in the resolution of disputes related to illegal extraction, 

with decisions made to allow continuity of illegal extraction by so-called owners, suggests that 

the government does not only turn a blind eye to it but actively endorses it. Several residents also 

shared examples of powerbrokers, some of who were linked with or working for the government 

(such as Masoma Khawari), making false claims of private mine ownership, leading to disputes 

between local people perceived to be the true owners of mines and the powerbrokers who were 

perceived to have attempted to take the mine away from them.  

 

The Dara-e-Souf district governor Mohammad Ali Hassani himself has hands with the 

powerful ones like Sultan, Ghulam Bhai, Masoma Khawari, and some others. If they 

claimed on someone’s mine then the governor would join them and take that from the 

person and then extract it jointly. This way they have created issues and issues are all 

referred to government so the governor decides in his own favor. (Local resident) 
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Powerbrokers were reported to inevitably win such disputes, reportedly through paying bribes to 

senior government officials, with the district governor allegedly implicated in this corruption. 

The quote above suggests that bribes are not the only benefit to senior government officials such 

as governors, with these actors also reported to sometime take a share in the mine. 

 

A number of other types of disputes were reported to have arisen as a result of extraction, a 

common one being over the borders between mines. These disputes usually occur when workers 

of two adjacent mines meet one other through extraction tunnels, leading to conflict over 

ownership over the boundary line between both mines or claims of trespass. Another type of 

dispute involving boundaries occurs when soil from extraction pollutes the land of neighboring 

families or households. Furthermore, some conflicts occur when mine owners or traders transport 

raw material through the land of nearby communities, seen as a kind trespass that also creates 

damage to roads. These conflicts are usually resolved by tribal leaders through payment to 

affected communities. 

 

Finally, minor workplace disputes sometimes occur, usually between private mine owners and 

laborers; for instance, in cases in which owners are late paying wages, sometimes when traders 

are late in their own payments to mine owners, or in which laborers complain about the amount 

of wages they are receiving. 

 

Environmental impact 

 

Local residents referred to multiple negative impacts of extraction on the environment. The 

extractive process was reported to have led to the pollution of air and water, exacerbated by dust 

circulated from unpaved and damaged roads due to the large number of trucks transporting raw 

material. This pollution has led to numerous health problems among local residents, including 

respiratory and other illnesses, with miners disproportionately affected (reportedly, by a 

respiratory disease named Sina sozak).  

 

Mines have somehow negatively impacted the environment, because the roads are 

unpaved and vehicles travelling on it create dust, and pollute the air. People in my area 

have to bring water from springs and for that they have to wake up early in the 

morning, as later travelling of vehicles will pollute the water. The dust has darkened 

our houses and clothes; all the people are facing different diseases like skin, kidneys 

and others. With extraction of mines people do not sow their lands. Our area was green 

in the past, but now completely dusty. (Miner and local resident) 

 

Most of the lands in the above mentioned areas have turned into black soil which has 

put negative impact on the agriculture of the area. Water and air have been polluted 
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and because of less greenery people do not inhale clean oxygen and get sick. (Local 

resident) 

 

Pollution was viewed as having a negative impact on livelihood activities unrelated to extraction, 

such as agriculture and animal husbandry, the latter due to animals being unable to access clean 

drinking water. Furthermore, damage to roads was seen as having a double negative impact due 

to longer travel times for local people to reach medical facilities when suffering from illnesses 

related to environmental damage and pollution. 

 

The government is seen as primarily responsible for lessening environmental impacts due to the 

large revenue its receives from extraction, but is perceived to be doing very little in this regard, 

with roads continuing to be unpaved, and a current lack of wells for safe drinking water and local 

medical clinics. Extractive sites controlled by private miners are perceived to have even fewer 

services and more negative environmental impacts, despite the government also taxing revenue 

in these areas. 

 

Extraction monitoring 

 

Extraction monitoring is reported to be managed by the key actors controlling extraction, 

including government workers monitoring government-extracted sites (reportedly from the 

Department of Mines and Petroleum), mining companies monitoring the mines they have leased 

from the government, and private mine owners monitoring their own mines. Moreover, the 

government also plays a role in monitoring extraction by leased companies and private owners, 

usually in relation to ensuring that the mine will not collapse, in these cases ceasing extraction or 

providing wooden panels for support (albeit in the latter case, reportedly giving wooden panels 

preferentially to those mine owners they have relations and links with). The government is also 

reported to ensure compensation is given in cases of injury or death of workers. One local 

resident described a case in which 16 miners working for Khoshak mining company died and 

four others were injured, leading to the government obtaining 200,000 Afs from the company for 

each deceased laborer and distributing it to the victims’ families. 

 

Although the government is acknowledged as being a key actor in extraction monitoring, local 

residents perceive the government to be doing it poorly in some areas, partly due to the alleged 

corruption of officials and police and their purported role in ‘robbing’ revenue through informal 

taxes or bribes at coal weighing sites. In contrast, the government is recognized as being much 

better at monitoring health and safety of workers and implementing safety measures. This is an 

area that private mine owners are perceived to be hugely lacking in, with some stories emerging 

of extractive laborers being injured or dying as a result of unsafe working environments.  
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When asked how extraction monitoring could be improved, local community members suggested 

that one of the most important ways was the eradication of government corruption. Several 

residents suggested that the government should also play a stronger role in ensuring better 

workplace safety for laborers in privately-owner mines, including the safety monitoring and the 

provision of first aid and safety kits to laborers, particularly since the government taxed revenue 

from private mines. 

 

Community incentives and disincentives for supporting government extraction 

 

Community members were mainly supportive of the possibility that the government might 

completely take control of extraction in Dara-e-Souf Bala area, with some citing the 

government’s willingness to allow illegal extraction as an example that officials did not wish to 

cause troubles for local communities. Nevertheless, local residents had a number of demands 

from the government. Residents requested that the government do more to assist communities 

with infrastructure and social services, including building better roads, medical clinics, and 

schools, and providing clean drinking water and electricity. Residents requested that labor 

remain in the hands of local people to ensure continuity of employment opportunities, and that 

the government professionalize the extraction of mines currently owned privately in order to 

increase efficiency and reduce workplace accidents.  

 

Local residents also suggested that corruption would have to be curbed in order to ensure that 

communities were not further disadvantaged by bribes, although full government control was 

perceived to likely lead to a reduction in corruption involving local powerbrokers. The 

displacement of mine ownership from powerbrokers to the government was perceived by some 

residents as a move that would likely reduce the social and economic gaps between wealthy 

powerbrokers and poorer laborers. However, some residents still expressed concerns that 

government officials would distribute employment based on their personal and familial 

connections rather than in an equitable way that would benefit all community members. 

 

Despite widespread support for total government control of extraction, several local residents 

suggested that the current system was effective and did not need to be modified. One extractive 

laborer expressed concerns that total government control would lead to conflicts between local 

residents and the government, creating distance between the two that could lead to opportunities 

for anti-government groups such as the Taliban to obtain a stronger positioning within the 

district. 

Conclusion 

This study on the political economy of illegal extraction in Afghanistan has identified some 

strong commonalities and differences between target provinces that appear to be related to a 
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complex mix of types of actors involved in extraction, cultural and tribal context, prevailing 

security conditions, and a range of other factors. 

 

The ability of local (non-tribal elite) powerbrokers to penetrate extractive processes appears to be 

related to the ability of tribal systems to maintain power over extraction and how revenue is 

distributed. In provinces in which the power of and respect for tribal elders has diminished (such 

as Samangan and Kabul), powerbrokers linked both with anti-government groups and corrupt 

factions of the government appear to have built a stronger foothold, including in controlling 

extractive revenue and mediating local conflicts. In contrast, in Khost and Kunar provinces, 

where tribal elites have maintained control (in at least some district areas), local communities 

appear to have had more power in controlling revenue. Nevertheless, effective tribal mechanisms 

for informal extraction have their own limitations, including the inability to escape informal 

taxes from government officials (mainly police) and/or anti-government groups. Furthermore, 

extraction mechanisms controlled by tribal elites benefit some tribal members more than others 

(e.g. families with more male members, with less benefit presumably for female-headed 

household with fewer sons), with local community members with no tribal links to mines only 

benefiting economically through extractive labor. 

 

Overwhelmingly, informal extraction is perceived to have made a positive economic impact on 

local communities in all four provinces sampled for the research, with personal and familial 

consumption increasing substantially. However, it is clear that not all community members have 

benefited equally, with frequent reports across the provinces of widening gaps between rich and 

poor families, largely based on the lack of equity in revenue distribution, or equity only being 

applied to tribal groups with shares in mines. Despite acknowledgements of a widening gap 

between rich and poor, local residents across the provinces perceived this gap to be an acceptable 

trade off for the ability of residents to access employment opportunities, with widespread 

opinions that they might in fact be worse off if illegal extraction was discontinued due to wages 

disappearing.  

 

In the two provinces in which extraction has ceased, Khost and Kunar, economic benefits and 

improved consumption have also ceased, with few reported options for continued livelihoods and 

economic stability. Although some local residents in Khost and Kunar provinces have returned to 

previous livelihoods activities, in Khost these activities (largely felling trees) have led to 

negative environmental impacts. Moreover, in both provinces, the cease of extraction has led to 

large-scale migration to other districts, provinces or countries in search of employment 

opportunities. This migration is seen as having a negative impact on local unity, in contrast to 

Samangan province in which local residents have stayed in and maintained strong ties to their 

local communities and, moreover, where a reverse pattern of migration is perceived to have led 

to more local diversity.  
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A reduction in employment as a result of the ceasing of illegal extraction was raised among local 

residents in Khost and Kunar provinces as a potential causal factor in young people joining anti-

government groups, despite local residents in Khost expressing strong opposition to the Taliban 

and other anti-government groups. In Samangan province, fears were also raised in relation to 

anti-government groups obtaining a stronger positioning and support from local communities if 

formal extractive relations between local residents and the government led to disputes and 

perceptions that formal extraction did not sufficiently benefit local communities.  

 

The findings related to how extraction leads to socio-cultural and conflict-related impacts was 

quite consistent across the sampled provinces. Common socio-cultural impacts included 

increases in walwar and wedding costs, which were perceived to be beneficial for local residents 

who have enjoyed upward economic and social mobility, but a disadvantage for poorer families 

who cannot afford to maintain such costs, sometimes leading to the inability of families to 

support marriages. Informal extraction has also led to changes in governance structures, with 

tribal elders and community leaders in some provinces experiencing diminished respect among 

community members, particularly young people. Nevertheless, tribal elders and other community 

leaders are mostly seen as retaining a primary role in dispute resolution, with a range of conflicts 

and disputes being directly related to extraction. 

 

Anti-government groups (primarily the Taliban) and the government are perceived to have both 

similar and dual roles in extraction across the sampled provinces. Both the Taliban and the 

government are perceived to exploit local communities though informal taxing of extractive 

revenue. Both actors are also perceived to be implicated in insecurity. The Taliban are perceived 

to be the main actors in reproducing insecurity; however, in provinces in which the government 

has attempted to ban informal extraction, the Taliban may be perceived as a preferable 

alternative to the government and even acting in the interests of local communities. In contrast, 

the government is widely perceived to be a potential enabler of improved security, but is also 

seen as either ineffective in maintaining security for local communities or threatening local 

communities through direct violence to curb illegal extraction or direct violence against anti-

government groups, with local communities suffering collateral damage. 

 

Despite many negative perceptions of the government’s role in illegal extraction, including 

corruption and informal taxing of revenue, and violence perpetrated against community members 

(as outlined above), the research found that there is extensive support for the government taking 

control of formal extraction. This support is mediated by some concerns about how much local 

communities will benefit, particularly if the government does not apply a community-centered 

approach that values the experience, needs, and participation of local residents and, particularly 

if the government implements corrupt practices that undermine community benefits (e.g. hiring 

labor from personal or clientelist networks rather than from local communities, and endorsing 

control from known powerbrokers who are perceived to act against the interests of local 
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communities). The primary incentives for government-formalized extraction were consistent 

across all four provinces. Local community members want the government to facilitate the 

development of services and infrastructure in their communities, including educational and 

health facilities, access to water and electricity, and construction and maintenance of roads 

(partially to enable transport of extractive materials). However, it was widely recognized that so 

far, local communities had not led the way in improving services and infrastructure themselves, 

despite reports of increased wealth in extractive communities. Other incentives included the 

likely professionalization and technological advancement that the government could contribute 

to current extractive processes, potentially leading to more efficient labor and revenue for local 

communities.  

 

The findings related to community monitoring are somewhat vague. Across the sampled 

provinces, monitoring was usually perceived to be a process that enabled avoidance of theft of 

extractive minerals, particularly in communities where tribal or individual “ownership” of mines 

prevails. However, much less was stated in relation to how monitoring could enable more 

transparent and equitable access to extractive revenue, although some local community 

members, particularly in Kunar province, suggested that government participation could 

contribute to ensuring such equitable benefits in future. Overall, there was some consensus 

across the sampled provinces that the government could play an important role in monitoring if 

corruption was curbed, although local community members in some provinces (particularly 

where tribal elders retain some level of respect and control), suggested that the role of local 

community members and tribal elders in monitoring should be prioritized due to their previous 

experience in monitoring and their vital role in maintaining community order. It is interesting to 

note that current or recent monitoring of extractive activities appears to have had little focus on 

ensuring the assessment of negative environmental impacts or safety for mining laborers, 

although this may be due to few reported cases of death or injury of laborers, and few perceived 

negative environmental impacts.  



   

 

 56 

Bibliography 

 

ATR (2016) Drivers of Conflict in the Extractive Industry Sector. Case Study of Communities 

Affected by Bakhud Fluoride Project. For Ministry of Mines & Petroleum, Islamic Republic of 

Afghanistan, and World Bank. 

 

ATR (2015) Promoting of Good Governance in the Extractive Industries Sector in Afghanistan. 

Gender and Conflict Sensitive Context Analysis. ATR Consulting, for GIZ. 

 

Byrd, W. & Noorani, J. (2014) Exploitation of Mineral Resources in Afghanistan Without 

Government Revenues or Development Benefits. Peace Brief 182. United States Institute of 

Peace. 

 

Global Witness (2016) War in the Treasury of the People: Afghanistan, Lapis Lazuli and the 

battle for mineral wealth. Global Witness. 

 

IWA (2015) The Plunderers of Hope? Political Economy of Five Major Mines in Afghanistan. 

Integrity Watch Afghanistan. 

 

Lakhani, S., Durand, M. & Noorani, J. (2014) Women and Afghanistan’s extractive industries. 

Policy Brief 3. United States Institute of Peace and Integrity Watch Afghanistan. 

 

Samuel Hall (2016) Shaping Afghanistan’s Natural Resources Strategy. A National Stakeholder 

Engagement. For the Ministry of Mines & Petroleum, Government of the Islamic Republic of 

Afghanistan, and Adam Smith International. 

 

Samuel Hall (2014) Building an Inclusive Mining Sector. For the World Bank. 

 

  



   

 

 57 

Annex A: Interview Guidelines 

 

Thank you very much for taking the time to participate in this interview. My name is 

_______________ and I am working for The Liaison Office (TLO), an Afghan research, 

advocacy and policy NGO. We are currently conducting research on mining and the impacts 

of (name of mine) on the community. We would like to know more about what local people 

think about mining in this community, who the main actors are, and the positive and negative 

impacts of mining on the community, including social, economic and environmental impacts, 

and whether mining currently leads to any conflicts, disputes or problems with security. The 

objective of the research is to understand how to support communities to improve mining 

conditions and ensure more equitable impacts of mining.  

The issues discussed here will be completely confidential and your name or other personal 

details will not be used or mentioned in any reports.  

 

1. General introductory questions 

 

1.1 Can you tell me a bit about this particular extraction site? 

× Prompt: History of the site, when it started, who was first involved in its 

development? 

× Prompt: Who owns the mine? Who owns the land the mine is on? 

 

2. Economic effects of extraction 

 

2.1 What economic effects does the extraction of mines have on local people of this area? 

× Prompt: Who receives the revenue of the mine? Please explain in detail. 

× Prompt: Who are given jobs in the mine? 

× Prompt: Who else benefits economically from extraction and how?  

× Prompt: Who does not benefit economically from extraction and why?  

2.2 What expectations do you have from the government if the revenue of the mine is going 

to the government budget? 

× Prompt: What services should the government provide to community members? 

Who currently provides these services? 

× Prompt: Who provides security for the site? What role should the government 

have in providing security? 

2.3 In which case do you think community members benefit more economically: when power 

brokers, local commanders or others are extracting illegally, or when the government 

extracts in a formalized manner? Why? 

 

3. Social, political and environmental effects of extraction 
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3.1 How have people’s lives in this community changed as a result of extraction? 

× Prompt: What positive impacts have there been? 

× Prompt: What negative impacts have there been? 

3.2 What environmental effects does the extraction of mines have on local people of this 

area? 

× Prompt: Who is responsible for lessening these impacts? How effective are they 

in doing so and why? 

3.3 Do you think that extraction of the mine has had any impact on the local social systems? 

How and why? 

× Prompt: How has mining affected local customs or traditions? 

× Prompt: How has mining affected security? 

× Prompt: How has mining affected different kinds of community members 

differently (men, women, children)? 

3.4 Is the revenue received from the mine used for political or social activities? If yes, please 

describe these activities. 

3.5 Has the mine had any impact on conflicts or disputes in this community? Please describe 

how and give an example. 

× Prompt: What kinds of conflicts? (e.g. land conflicts, water conflicts, personal 

conflicts, other conflicts?) 

× Prompt: Who was involved in the conflict and how? Please describe. 

× Prompt: What is the role of those who dominate extraction in creating these 

conflicts? 

× Prompt: What is the role of those who dominate extraction in resolving these 

conflicts? 

× Prompt: Who else helps to resolve conflicts and how? 

 

4. Community monitoring 

 

4.1 What are the current systems for monitoring the extraction process?  

× Prompt: Who is responsible for this monitoring process? 

× Prompt: Do local people have any role in monitoring the extraction process? If 

yes, who does this and how? 

× Prompt: (For government licensed mines) How does the government resolve 

complaints about the extraction process? Can you give an example? 

× Prompt: Who assigns people for the monitoring process? (Government, tribal 

elder, power broker, or other?) 

× Prompt: Can community members monitor the extraction process through their 

local council? If yes, how? 

4.2 What should be done to have a more successful monitoring process? 
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5. Key actors and their roles 

 

5.1 Who are the key actors involved in this mine?  

× Prompt: Who are the people responsible for extracting this site? (Name all of the 

people and their role in this extraction) 

× Prompt: What is the government’s role in extraction? 

× Prompt: What is the role of community and tribal leaders? 

× Prompt: What is the role of armed groups (if any)? 

× Prompt: Is anybody else involved? Who and how? 

5.2 Who is currently dominating this extraction site and why?  

× Prompt: What kind support do these people have? 

× Prompt: Does anybody cause problems for these people? Can you tell me more 

about that? 

5.3 Who are the key buyers of this extraction site?  

× Prompt: Who buys the raw product/material from this mine and where is it taken? 

× Prompt: Who controls the transport of the raw product/material out of the 

community? 

 

 

 

 

 

 


