
A Resurgence of Scouting 
Available sources indicate Afghan

Scouting was officially founded in
1931 and existed until 1947, ceasing
temporarily when the government 
of Marshal Shah Mahmud re p l a c e d
the government of Prince Hashem. It
began again in 1956 and then was
banned in 1978 by the Communist
g o v e rnment. During that time the
p rogram included boys and girls and
all wore a moderately We s t e rn style
of uniform. Afghanistan was a mem-
ber of the World Organization of the
Scouting Movement (WOSM) fro m
1932 to 1947 and again from 1964 to
1978. Operation Enduring Fre e d o m ,
which began in October 2001, sig-
naled a change in Afghanistan’s polit-
ical climate. 

A new government was installed
by late December and the re m n a n t s
of the Taliban were removed by
M a rch 2002. After a 24-year absence
it was time for Scouting to surge back
to life. Middle-aged men and women
re m e m b e red their years in Scouting
and began to re-establish groups in
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E d i t o r ’s note: Canadian Scouter

David Ross recently re t u rned fro m

a 13-month stay in Afghanistan,

w h e re he served as a Lt. Colonel

M i l i t a ry Liaison Of ficer with 

Operation ACCIUS, the Canadian

F o rces contribution to UNAMA

(United Nations Assistance Mis-

sion in Afghanistan). During this

time he was the only in-country

f o reigner working with the nation-

al of fice of the Afghanistan Scout

Association. In two parts, he

s h a res with us his re p o rt on this

fascinating region and the chal-

lenges that face Scouting.

Scouting in A



schools. The re b i r th of Scouting in
such a short time was, for many, a
g reat surprise.

The Enviro n m e n t
Afghanistan is a country of com-

peting interests. Twenty-five years of
war caused overwhelming devasta-
tion and literally everything in the
c o u n t ry re q u i red rebuilding or re-
placement. 

In Kabul the Afghan Scouts have
been allocated two rooms for a 
national office and one room for the
D i rector of Scouting. There is little
f u rn i t u re and one telephone. Al-
though the national of fice employed,
at time of writing, 17 “pro f e s s i o n a l
teachers,” few have any connection
to, or interest in, the Movement. A
handful of these teachers, one univer-
sity student and several teenaged
Scouts from Kabul high schools do
the bulk of the work, which norm a l l y
consists of membership re g i s t r a t i o n .
Indeed, the national office appears 
to be a popular hangout for Scouts
f rom across the city. 

What is Scouting? 
Afghan Scouting, as it stands, is

essentially a community service org a-
nization – a mini-police association
that patrols the school hallways and
mounts honour guards. The Dari
w o rd “Serendui,” which is used to re-
fer to Scouts once re f e rred to police-
men. Although some Kabul Scouts
have participated in activities outside
the school - assisting in crowd con-
t rol, doing price checks in the
bazaars, making public service an-
nouncements and organizing taxis to
hospitals for injured people – these
e ff o rts are not widespread. Scouting
in Afghanistan is serious business. It
is a duty.

Scouting Support
The World Organization of the

Scouting Movement’s Asia-Pacific Re-
gion (APR) of fice is heading the re-
b i rth of Scouting in Afghanistan. The
Regional Director and the Director of
Youth Programs are heavily involved

with establishing a framework for
Afghan Scouts, providing opport u n i-
ties for training and travel and ad-
d ressing issues such as constitution,
by-laws, uniform, badges and written
materials. APR arranges for fore i g n
trainers to visit the country and is
working hard to establish a perm a-
nent communication link. Other in-
tentions appear to include the cre-
ation of a leader handbook and travel
to Kabul to assist with leader training.

Keeping in To u c h
A huge hurdle to Afghan Scouting

is the lack of dependable and inex-
pensive national communication.
T h e re is no countrywide telephone
system and roads are generally 
in poor condition. Although cellular
telephone companies have been intro-
ducing networks in various parts of
the country, there is no national con-
n e c t i v i t y. The Afghan postal system 
is being rebuilt but is not yet consid-
e red reliable. Computer connectivity
is spotty and expensive. 

How Many? 
The national office pegs the

Afghan Scout Movement at 27,000
(21,000 male and 6,000 female); this
number is an estimate. Although
women and girls are involved with
the Afghan Scout program they ap-
pear to have little input to national 
or provincial policy. When male and
female Scouts are together in a gro u p
the females seldom speak. When 
encouraged to do so, men sometimes
i n t e rrupt the response. Only two
women appear on the list of commis-
sioners but both are involved solely
with female Scouting.

The Kabul National Office 
As the national of fice is so small

t h e re is little “horsepower” to pursue
initiatives. The lack of individuals
willing to share the Scouting work-
load means many tasks are done se-
quentially rather than in parallel.
Membership registration, for exam-
ple, is done entirely by hand. Reg-
istration forms completed in the
p rovinces are sent by car to Kabul
and filed in the national office. There
a re no computers on which to enter
the information and provision of any
e l e c t ronic devices to the national of-
fice is probably two or more years in
the future. 

L e a d e r s
Teachers are very poorly paid in

Afghanistan. Meagre salaries are some-
times supported by donations of cook-
ing oil supplied by international aid
agencies. Wage payment is sometimes
late. Teachers often absent themselves
f rom the schools. Despite this, teach-
ers are, at present, the only acceptable
leaders for Afghanistan Scouting. 

T h e re is little impetus to of f e r
o n e ’s spare time, when the pay is so
l o w. The result is a countrywide lack
of leaders. A normal school Scout
t roop with 35 to 50 members will be
allocated one leader. That having
been said, some adults are hugely
dedicated. They work hard, without
much support, to get the Scouts org a-
nized. It has been suggested the
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Shekieb, a Scout from Kabul, squeezes
t h rough a tire on the obstacle course at
the National Jamboree in Pakistan. 
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Scouts try to re c ruit volunteer lead-
ers from the community - shopkeep-
ers, engineers, doctors and the like,
but to date this has received a luke-
w a rm reception. It is felt leaders
should be “professional teachers”. 

I n t e rnational Support 
Other than the ongoing support

by APR and the interest of
G e rman-based Afghans there
is little organized support fro m
the international commun-
i t y. UNICEF, which norm a l l y
would be involved with youth
p rograms, has been unable to
p rovide any assistance other
than the facilitation of a
WOSM fact-finding mission 
in July 2003. Like the Ministry
of Education, UNICEF has
m o re pressing re q u i re m e n t s .
In Afghanistan UNICEF is in-
volved with child soldier de-
mobilization, child traff i c k i n g
and child malnutrition. The
agency also supports a “back
to school” initiative that has 
attracted almost 1.8 million
c h i l d ren. Scouting, when com-
p a red to the national significance of
these initiatives, is a low priority. 

F u n d i n g
Money is another core issue for

Afghan Scouting. Sadly, the ministry
p rovides only token financial support .

The last cash allocation to the nation-
al Scout office was in January and
p rovided funds for 100 uniforms to be
m a n u f a c t u red and delivered thro u g h-
out Kabul. The funding situation is
not expected to change until more
p ressing school re q u i rements have
been met and Scouting has incre a s e d
its visibility as a national institution. 

U n i f o rm s
Afghanistan is a country filled with

u n i f o rms and the Afghan Scouts 
a re desperate to have them. Indeed,
t h e re seems to be more concern
about uniform pro c u rement than 
p rogram development.

Some schools re q u i re boys and
girls to acquire a uniform before join-
ing Scouts. Even more, it has been
mentioned the ownership of a uni-
f o rm shows dedication, loyalty and
c o m m i t m e n t .

For many Scouts the purc h a s e
price is a problem. Buying material
for a shirt and trousers and then hav-

ing it tailored will cost between
400 and 1100 Afghanis ($8.00 -
$22.00 USD). A neckerchief will
cost 40 Afghanis ($0.80 USD)
and a belt 110 Afghanis ($2.20
USD). This amount is often 
beyond a Scout’s means. In any
event, acquisition of a uniform 
is normally the youth’s re s p o n s i-
bility as everyone realizes there
is little money available from 
the ministry. When money does
a rrive, it is usually for the pur-
chase of adult uniform s .

Scouts with uniforms help-
ing to raise funds for those with-
out is not a well understood 
concept. In Kabul, though, one
t roop fundraises – washing cars
and helping in shops – and
e v e ryone has a uniform. In oth-

er parts of the country there is little
thought given to working as a team 
to raise money. 

U n i f o rms var y in colour and de-
sign. Gray, navy blue, tan and white
u n i f o rms have been seen on boys.
Some have been tailored and others

Afghanistan is a
c o u n t ry filled with

u n i f o rms and the Afghan
Scouts are desperate 
to have them. When

money does arrive, it is
usually for the purc h a s e

of adult uniform s .
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Bright smiles, and blue uniforms – Afghanistan girls in Scouting.



bought from the bazaar. Caps, al-
though not common, have two styles
– pillbox or peaked. The latter have
a similar design to army or police
caps, but with a coloured band at 
the front. Female Scouts either have
u n i f o rms in various shades of blue
or wear the national female school
u n i f o rm of black dress/white chador
( h e a d s c a r f) with a neckerc h i e f .
Some female Scouts wear baseball
caps with their hair tucked up un-
d e rn e a t h .

The national office has designed 
a new uniform using tan-coloured 
material. The boys wear a shirt tuck-
ed into trousers, a belt, neckerc h i e f
and a pillbox cap. Girls wear a similar
u n i f o rm but a dress is substituted for
the shirt. 

N e c k e rc h i e f
The universal Scout identifier 

is the coloured neckerchief. The
Afghans have developed two: one of
lapis lazuli blue with a canary yellow
b o rder for Scouts, the other a bur-
gundy coloured neckerchief for
adults and Rover Scouts. The nation-
al office has been promoting the
n e c k e rchief as an important uniform
item to be acquired first. Even if a
Scout does not have the financial re-

s o u rces to aff o rd a uniform, he or she
can have a neckerchief. Woggles, the
small fastening device used to secure
the neckerchief at the throat, can be
made from various materials – wood,
metal, plastic, leather or bone. Scouts
a re encouraged to make their own.
Many impressive silver, hand-tooled
woggles have been seen in the town
of Imam Sahib.

B a d g e s
A national Scouting badge is 

a simple way of tying together all 
the varying uniforms. It appears the
Afghan Scouts have a re q u i re m e n t
for two badges: a 6-7 cm diameter
c i rcular national pocket badge to be
w o rn on the right chest pocket and
an “Afghanistan Scout Association”
strip to be worn above the right
pocket. The strip will incorporate
the Afghan flag. 

K n o w l e d g e
The level of Scouting knowledge

among Afghan Scouts is very low.
Few know about Baden-Powell. Some
a re familiar with the Scout sign and
left handshake. There is no aware-
ness of Scouting outside Afghanistan
and the information about the world-
wide Movement having 28 million

members always draws an incre d -
ulous look. Nobody has heard about
“Scout skills.” The words “troop” and
“ p a t rol” are new. 

Scouting is a duty for Afghans. 
A question about “why was Scouting
founded?” invariably brings the an-
swer “to help in the schools”. 

Written Material
T h e re is no written material con-

c e rning Scouting and all pre -
1978 copies of the Afghan Scouting
p rogram manual have disappeared. 
APR has sent Scout troop meeting
plans for translation but this task has
p roved to be daunting, especially as
some re f e rences in the material are
out of context with Afghan society. 
A small booklet, printed in Dari and
to be delivered throughout Afghan-
istan by the ministr y, has been 
c reated in an ef f o rt to begin coun-
t r ywide program standardization. 
It contains, among other things, 
basic Scouting information like 
the Law, Promise, Motto, Scouting
h i s t o ry, uniform photographs and
membership re q u i re m e n t s .m
– Look for Scouting in Afghanistan,
P a r t Tw o, in next month’s L e a d e r
M a g a z i n e.
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David Ross and his friends.


