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Introduction

Understanding the Sudanese tax system is essential for anyone living, working, or
investing in Sudan. Taxes are not merely financial tools for raising government
revenue—they shape economic development, encourage or deter investment, and
play a significant role in supporting social justice. Sudan’s tax system, like those in
many countries, has evolved through periods of transformation, mirroring changes in
the country’s political, social, and economic landscape. This evolution makes it
complex yet fascinating, reflecting both longstanding traditions and recent
modernization efforts.

Historically, taxation in Sudan has been a crucial pillar of state finance, supporting
everything from education and healthcare to infrastructure and social protection.
Since independence in 1956, the country has enacted a series of tax laws designed to
address growing fiscal needs, expand the tax base, and promote efficiency and
fairness in tax collection. Over time, economic reforms—especially in the 1980s and
1990s—introduced new forms of taxation such as the sales tax (later replaced by
Value Added Tax or VAT), modernized customs procedures, and updated enforcement
mechanisms.

The current tax system is comprehensive, covering a diverse array of taxes imposed
at different levels—national, state, and sometimes local. Core components include
income tax for individuals and businesses, VAT, customs duties, excise taxes, and the
religiously mandated Zakat. Distinct administrative bodies, notably the Sudan
Taxation Chamber and the Zakat Chamber, oversee tax collection and compliance.
Taxpayers, whether individuals or corporations, navigate a system that employs both
direct and indirect tax mechanisms, each with its own rules, rates, and compliance
requirements.

In addition to raising revenue, Sudan’s tax policies seek to promote social equity and
investment. Various tax incentives attract domestic and foreign investors, particularly
in key sectors like agriculture, manufacturing, and natural resources. The system also
strives to direct resources toward social welfare programs through Zakat and similar
initiatives. However, the diverse and sometimes overlapping tax structures, alongside
ongoing economic and political challenges, can lead to complexity and uncertainty for
taxpayers.

While the Sudanese tax system has made significant strides toward
modernization—such as adopting digital filing, enhancing transparency, and
strengthening enforcement—important challenges remain. These include addressing
the informal economy, bridging gaps between legislation and practice, increasing
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taxpayer education, and responding to political and economic instability. Improving
subnational tax administration, reducing tax evasion, and better integrating social
protection measures are all current priorities.

This book serves as a comprehensive guide to how the Sudanese tax system works. It
aims to demystify the different types of taxes, explain their administration and
compliance requirements, and explore the broader fiscal and societal goals underlying
tax policy. Whether you are an individual taxpayer, a business owner, an investor, or
simply curious about public finance in Sudan, this guide will equip you with the
knowledge needed to navigate, understand, and engage with Sudanese taxation.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Historical Context of Taxation in
Sudan

The story of taxation in the land that is now Sudan is as long and layered as its history
itself. For millennia, various rulers and authorities have sought to extract resources
from the populace to fund their administrations, armies, and ambitions. These
historical tax systems were not merely about generating revenue; they were often
deeply intertwined with social control, political power, and the very structure of
governance. Understanding this long lineage of fiscal extraction and administration is
crucial to appreciating the complexities of the Sudanese tax system today. It's a
narrative shaped by powerful kingdoms along the Nile, periods of foreign occupation,
religious revival, and the eventual emergence of a modern nation-state.

Long before the concept of a unified Sudanese state, powerful kingdoms flourished in
the Nile Valley. In the ancient Kingdom of Kush, which prospered for centuries in what
is now northern Sudan and southern Egypt, there is evidence of a sophisticated
economic system that included elements of taxation. Some scholars suggest the
Kushite economy operated as a redistributive system. This would have involved the
state collecting resources, likely in the form of surplus agricultural produce and other
goods, and then redistributing them to the population or using them to support state
functions, religious institutions, and monumental building projects like their impressive
pyramids. Taxation in kind, where payments were made with crops, livestock, or labor
rather than money, was a common feature of ancient economies before the
widespread use of currency. While the exact mechanisms of Kushite taxation remain
partly veiled in the mists of time, it is clear that resource mobilization was essential for
the longevity and power of this ancient civilization. Resistance to foreign taxation is
also noted, as the imposition of high taxes by the Romans in Meroé reportedly
contributed to a revolt led by Queen Amanirenas, ultimately resulting in the
cancellation of the Roman tax.

Centuries later, the Funj Sultanate, which emerged in the early 16th century and
controlled a vast area along the Blue Nile, also relied on a system of tribute and
taxation to maintain its authority and fund its military might. The Funj state, a loose
confederation centered at Sinnar, commanded allegiance from various vassal states
and tribal districts. As overlords, the Funj rulers, known as the Meks, received tribute
from these dependent areas. Within the Sultanate itself, taxes were levied on the
populace. These taxes were often paid in kind, with animals and grains being
significant contributions used primarily to feed and supply the Sultanate's army. Local
chieftains and tribal leaders played a crucial role in this system, acting as
intermediaries who collected taxes and tribute from their communities before
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forwarding a portion to the central administration in Sinnar. This period also saw the
coexistence of both Islamic and traditional taxes. Holders of estates were sometimes
permitted to collect and retain traditional taxes, while Islamic taxes, such as Zakat,
were expected to be passed on to the central authorities. This layered approach to
taxation, involving central demands, local collection, and a mix of traditional and
religious levies, laid down patterns of state-society fiscal relations that would resonate
through later periods of Sudanese history.

The 19th century brought a dramatic shift with the arrival of Egyptian forces under
Muhammad Ali, ostensibly acting on behalf of the Ottoman Empire. The Turco-
Egyptian conquest, beginning in the 1820s, marked a new era of taxation
characterized by heavier burdens and a fundamental change in the mode of payment.
Unlike their predecessors, the new rulers demanded taxes primarily in cash or slaves,
a policy that had profound social and economic consequences. This push for cash
crops and private landownership was a direct result of the new tax demands, forcing a
transition from traditional subsistence farming in some areas.

The collection methods employed during the Turco-Egyptian period were often
coercive and brutal. Military raids became a regular tool for enforcing tax payment,
with tribes like the Sha'igiyya, who supplied irregular soldiers for tax collection, being
exempt from taxation themselves. This heavy and often arbitrary taxation became a
major source of grievance among the Sudanese population, fueling resentment
against the Turco-Egyptian administration. The government initially held monopolies
over key trade goods, further impacting the economy and people's ability to earn the
cash needed for taxes. While the lltizam system, where tax collection rights were
auctioned to individuals, was a feature of the wider Ottoman Empire, its specific
implementation and impact within the Egyptian-controlled Sudan during this period
contributed to the exploitative nature of tax collection. Despite some attempts by
more moderate governors, such as Ali Khurshid Agha, to implement a more equitable
system, reduce taxes, and exempt religious figures and tribal sheikhs, the overall
impression of the Turco-Egyptian era's taxation was one of significant hardship and
oppression for many Sudanese. Deficits were common, indicating that even with
heavy taxes, the administration struggled to be self-sufficient.

The widespread discontent simmering under Turco-Egyptian rule eventually boiled
over into the Mahdist Revolution, led by Muhammad Ahmad, who proclaimed himself
the Mahdi. Taxation was a significant contributing factor to the grievances that fueled
this uprising, with the heavy and perceived unjust taxes imposed by the Turco-
Egyptian regime being a key point of protest. The Mahdist state, established after the
overthrow of the Turco-Egyptians, introduced its own distinct tax policies. The Mahdi
aimed to reform the system, reportedly abolishing some of the most oppressive taxes
of the previous era. However, the Mahdist state also needed to finance its
administration and ongoing military efforts, and thus imposed its own forms of
taxation, which were also described as heavy by some accounts. Critically, under the
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Mahdist state, Zakat, the mandatory religious alms-giving for Muslims, was enforced
as an obligatory collection by the state for the first time, managed by a dedicated
body separate from the general tax administration. This marked a significant
development in the history of Zakat in Sudan, transforming it from a largely private
religious obligation into a state-mandated and collected levy. The Mahdist period,
therefore, represented a radical departure in terms of both the ruling authority and
the philosophical underpinnings of taxation, although the burden on the populace
remained substantial.

Following the defeat of the Mahdist state in 1898, the Anglo-Egyptian Condominium
was established, marking a new chapter in Sudan's history and its tax system. This
joint British and Egyptian administration initially pursued a policy of keeping taxes
relatively light, aiming to stabilize the country and build confidence in the new regime
after the upheavals of the Mahdiyya. For many years, the Condominium government
was financially dependent on subsidies from Egypt. The basic form of taxation
remained centered on land, with assessments based on factors like the type of
irrigation, the number of date palms, and herd sizes. Notably, the Condominium
administration introduced fixed rates for these taxes, providing a degree of
predictability that had often been absent in previous eras.

Beyond land taxes, poll and hut taxes were also levied, particularly in the southern
regions, and tribute collection continued, often managed through government-
selected customary authorities like chiefs and sheikhs. However, the implementation
and purpose of taxation during the Condominium were not solely focused on revenue.
Especially in the vast and diverse periphery, taxes were frequently employed as a tool
for social control and to secure the loyalty and cooperation of local leaders. The act of
paying taxes, even small amounts, was seen as a form of acknowledging state
authority. This focus on control over revenue generation meant that direct taxes were
often fiscally marginal to the central government budget, which relied more heavily on
other sources like cotton exports and external finance. Collection methods could still
be problematic, with attempts to tax livestock, for instance, leading to resistance and
even rebellions in some areas. Despite these challenges, the Condominium period saw
the establishment of a more formalized administrative structure for taxation, with
British and Egyptian officials initially, and later Sudanese, involved in assessment and
collection. Policies like land settlement and maintaining low taxation rates were
intended, in part, to protect small landowners and prevent land alienation.
Nevertheless, the central government in Khartoum maintained tight control over the
revenue collected, with regional administrations often dependent on transfers from
the center, a pattern that would persist after independence.

As Sudan approached independence in 1956, the tax system in place was largely a
legacy of the Anglo-Egyptian Condominium. It was a system that had evolved from
earlier forms of tribute and in-kind payments through periods of heavy, coercive

taxation under the Turco-Egyptians and the religiously framed levies of the Mahdist
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state. The Condominium had introduced a degree of formalization and fixed rates, but
also utilized taxation for purposes beyond mere revenue, particularly in managing its
diverse territories. The reliance on land-based taxes, the involvement of customary
authorities in collection in some areas, and the centralization of revenue control were
all features inherited by the independent Sudanese state. While the foundations for a
modern tax administration were being laid, the system at independence still reflected
the varied historical experiences of the Sudanese people and the complex motivations
behind the imposition and collection of taxes by successive rulers.
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