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FEMALE PARTICIPATION IN THE HUMANITARIAN RESPONSE IN AFGHANISTANEXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Executive Summary

This report shows how participation in the humanitarian 
response has changed for national female staff – in virtually all 
aspects – since the takeover by the Taliban De-facto Authorities 
(DfA) in August 2021. Already one of the hardest places in 
the world for women to work, their ability to engage safely, 
meaningfully and comprehensively in humanitarian action 
has become even more challenging over the past 12 months. 
Amid a growing set of restrictions curtailing their basic rights 
and freedoms, female humanitarian workers face harassment, 
intimidation and mistreatment on a daily basis – from the 
moment they leave their homes, to the point they return. This 
includes during their commute to and from the office, when 
meeting – if they are allowed – with the DfA, to their experiences 
in the workplace. 

During the consultations with female humanitarian workers, 
they explained that the varied approach taken to the application 
of the decrees and directives targeting women – especially 
the requirement that they be accompanied by a male relative 
or chaperone (mahram) – leaves them open to the whims of 
individuals, creating an uncertain and unsafe environment for 
them when travelling, especially at checkpoints. Both female and 
male staff spoke of instances of verbal abuse and threatening 
behaviour by local officials manning checkpoints, including for 
married couples, and extending at times to physical violence. 
The situation is widespread, affecting women in all corners of the 
country, although regional variations do exist. Women spoke in 
particular of feeling hopeless, left behind and forgotten, including 
by the international community. Men spoke of their female 
colleagues now posing something of a liability for organizations 
which made it less likely for them to be employed and, if hired, 
more likely to be in junior or non-programmatic positions. 

Without immediate and decisive action taken on a range of 
fronts, there is a risk that Afghan women will find it even harder to 
participate in humanitarian action in Afghanistan, with potentially 

devastating consequences for female beneficiaries who depend 
on their involvement to be able to access life-saving assistance 
and services. 

Key findings include: 

 ■ From 171 districts across Afghanistan, the ability of women 
to participate in humanitarian action was found to be low 
and lower in 88 districts (51 per cent) and high and higher in 
only 68 (40 per cent).1

 ■ Nuristan, Badghis and Kunduz provinces were identified as 
having the worst access for female humanitarian workers, 
compared to Bamyan, Herat, Jawzjan and Samangan 
provinces which were identified as having the best.

 ■ The single-biggest factor affecting national female 
humanitarian worker’s ability to engage in the response is 
what was referred to in one consultation as the ‘mahram 
mushkila’ – a reference to the decree issued by the de-facto 
authorities in December 2021 that women must be 
accompanied by a male guardian or relative when travelling 
beyond 45 miles (72km). 

 ■ The second most pertinent factor affecting national female 
humanitarian workers is the inconsistent implementation of 
the different decrees and directives and the variation in DfA 
behaviour and treatment towards them. 

 ■ The third relates to the strong sentiment – expressed 
by female and male national staff alike – that female 
humanitarian workers have been increasingly deprioritized 
or marginalized in the workplace since last August. 

 ■ The hijab decree, while a source of physical discomfort for 
all, was not deemed to have drastically altered female staff's 
ability to engage in the humanitarian response. 

To address the issues affecting female participation in the 
humanitarian response, the UN and humanitarian organizations, 

1. See footnote 4 on page 5

DfA and Member States and donors will need to adjust existing 
policies and practices. 

It is urged that: 

 ■ The DfA acknowledges the important and unique role that 
national female staff play in the humanitarian response, 
respect it, and therefore refrain from introducing measures 
or impediments that may limit, compromise or undermine 
that involvement.

 ■ Member States and donors continue to advocate with 
the DfA for the full, meaningful and safe inclusion of 
women in the humanitarian response; hold their partners 
accountable to the commitments they have made regarding 
female national humanitarian workers; and support 
funding decisions which encourage and enable concrete 
improvements in their lives and avoid positioning which 
may hamper that. 

 ■ The UN leadership and humanitarian organizations develop 
guidelines on how to cooperate with the DfA on the matter 
of female participation in the humanitarian response; 
strengthen reporting systems for female national staff to 
register concerns about their working environment; increase 
or create dedicated funding opportunities for women’s 
groups and humanitarian and protection programmes 
targeting women and girls; consider developing a set of 
training modules for the DfA which covers a range of issues 
from basic literacy to education and sensitization that 
would facilitate the improved participation of female staff 
in the humanitarian response, including, for example, their 
movement across checkpoints; and use temporary special 
measures which enable more national female staff to be 
recruited.

A full set of recommendations can be found on page 7.
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Background and Methodology

Between June and July 2022, OCHA Afghanistan conducted 
its first Female Participation Mapping Exercise across the 
country to better understand the challenges national female 
staff are experiencing in humanitarian action since the take-
over by the DfA in August 2021. The exercise was composed 
of quantitative and qualitative components – convening Focus 
Group Discussions (FGDs) with national female and male staff 
(separately) from UN agencies, and International and National 
Non-Governmental Organizations (I/NGOs) operating across 
the eastern, central, central highlands, north-eastern, northern, 
southern and western regions. 

The exercise aims to offer a comprehensive and robust 
understanding of the participation and access challenges 
national female staff are facing at the regional, provincial and 
district level in Afghanistan, and covers several thematic areas 
affecting engagement, including:

 ■ directives and decrees issued by the DfA.

 ■ office environment and working arrangements.

 ■ programmes and operations, including movements and field 
work.

 ■ interaction and engagement with the DfA.

 ■ security and safety.

 ■ recruitment practices.

The findings also include a mapping of severity scores across 
the different provinces,1 ranked in terms of FGD participants’ 
perceptions of the top five districts where female humanitarians 
experience high (or good) participation, and the top five where 
they experience low (or compromised) participation and access. 

1. It is important to note that not all provinces were assigned severity scores. 
The ability of participants to assign a score was determined by their 
familiarity with and knowledge of the participation of female humanitarian 
workers in humanitarian programming in that particular area.

Data was collected through 24 FGDs covering 19 provinces 
throughout June and July 2022.2 In total, 200 female 
humanitarian workers participated across Badakhshan (17), 
Badghis (9), Bamyan (18), Herat (24), Kabul (48), Kandahar 
(17), Kunduz (16), Mazar (11) and Nangarhar (40) provinces 
in addition to 145 men.3 Of the 24 FGDs held, all bar two – 
one male FGD in Jalalabad and Kandahar City each – were 
conducted in the local Dari and Pashto languages.

This exercise represents the first major effort to engage with 
national female staff in a consultative process regarding their 
ability to participate in humanitarian action meaningfully and 
safely since the change in political control last August. 

Since then, a series of restrictions have been introduced by the 
DfA which have negatively impacted their ability to participate 
in political, social and economic life, and resulted in them being 
increasingly marginalized. These restrictions include:

 ■ the banning of women from traveling more than 45 miles 
(72km) without a mahram (26 December 2022). 

 ■ the failure to reopen girls’ high schools after Nowruz as 
previously promised (23 March 2022). 

 ■ the announcing of separate days for men and women to 
visit recreational parks (27 March 2022). 

 ■ the banning of women from boarding domestic or 
international flights unless accompanied by a male 
chaperone (27 March 2022). 

2. FGDs were held in the following locations: Badakhshan (2), Badghis (2), 
Bamyan (2), Herat (3), Kabul (5), Kandahar (2), Kunduz (2), Mazar (2) and 
Nangarhar (4).

3. Male participation in the FGDs was as follows: Badakhshan (16), Badghis 
(6), Bamyan (20), Herat (21), Kabul (31), Kandahar (16), Kunduz (8), Mazar 
(15) and Nangarhar (12).

 ■ the requirement that women wear the burka and cover 
their faces when in public and that they only leave home if 
absolutely necessary (7 May 2022). 

It is expected that by better understanding the various and 
multi-layered factors impacting women’s participation in the 
humanitarian response, UN agencies and NGO partners will not 
only be able take steps to qualitatively improve the experience of 
female staff on a day-to-day basis, but ultimately also increase 
the number of national female humanitarian workers there are in 
Afghanistan overall. 
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Key Findings (as of July 2022):

Consolidated ranking scores4 from female and male FGDs reveals that from 171 
districts across Afghanistan in which participants assigned a score, the ability 
of women to engage and/or participate in humanitarian action, was found to be:

 ■ High in 24 districts (representing 14 per cent of all districts).

 ■ Higher in 44 districts (26 per cent).

 ■ Moderate in 15 districts (9 per cent).

 ■ Lower in 57 districts (33 per cent).

 ■ Low in 31 districts (18 per cent).

Where districts were not assigned a ranking score, this was either because 
the access was considered to be neither especially high nor especially low for 
female humanitarian workers, or that FGD participants did not feel that they 
had sufficient knowledge or information about districts in provinces outside 
of where the FGDs were physically taking place, and therefore that assigning 
a score would not be fair. In general, this occurred in female FGDs where 
many of the participants were in administrative or support roles, rather than 
programmatic or operational functions, which meant that their perceptions5 
were limited to their own experience within the province in which they were 
physically based.

More than half of all districts (51 per cent) assigned a ranking were rated as 
having lower or low participation of female staff in the humanitarian response 
compared to just 40 per cent rated as having high or higher participation, 
indicating that, overall, the situation for female humanitarian staff in 
Afghanistan is extremely challenging. In terms of high or higher participation, 
both male and female FGDs ranked Nuristan (63 per cent), Badghis (57 per 
cent) and Kunduz (57 per cent) provinces as having the worst access for female 
humanitarian staff, compared to Bamyan (43 per cent), Herat (36 per cent), 
Jawzjan (33 per cent) and Samangan (33 per cent) provinces which had the 
best.

4. Ranking scores for districts depict the following: where districts were ranked as ‘high’ both 
male and female FGDs scored the district as the best in terms of female participation; where 
districts were ranked as 'higher’ that either the male or female FGDs scored the district as 
the best in terms of female participation; where districts were ranked as ‘moderate’, one group ranked it as the best in terms of female participation and the other scored it as the worst; where districts were ranked as ‘lower’, either female or 
male FDGs scored it as the worst in terms of female participation; and where districts have been ranked as ‘low’ this means that both female and male FGDs ranked the district as the worst in terms of female participation in the humanitarian 
response.

5. Perceptions reflect and are informed by participants own experience as well as their observations of the experience of other colleagues and counterparts.
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Overarching Perceptions

1. Across all FGDs, the single-biggest factor affecting national 
female humanitarian worker’s ability to engage in the 
response is what was referred to in one consultation as the 
‘mahram mushkila’ – a reference to the decree issued by the 
DfA in December 2021 that women must be accompanied by 
a male guardian or relative when travelling beyond 45 miles 
(72 km). In reality, however, female FGD participants noted 
that distance was rarely a factor in the DfA’s implementation 
of the policy and that many of them frequently encountered 
interrogation and harassment at checkpoints from local 
officials and other DfA entities when en route to work – both 
to the office and to the field. It was highlighted that the 
knock-on effects of the mahram requirement are wide-
ranging, affecting female and male staff alike, as well as 
humanitarian organizations, bringing with it significant 
financial, personal and professional implications that cannot 
be easily or comprehensively addressed, at least in the short-
term. 

While no male participants indicated that they had been asked 
to give up their job to serve as a mahram for their spouse, 
daughter or sister, female participants were conscious that 
their own husbands or male relatives were already doing 
so, and that this would likely have far-reaching emotional 
and social ramifications in the future. In contrast, the hijab, 
or face-covering decree, while a physical inconvenience for 
most female national staff and a personal affront to others, 
was not deemed to have drastically altered their ability to 
engage in the humanitarian response, with many participants 
acknowledging that for religious and cultural reasons they 
had always worn a hijab when travelling to work or to the field 
prior to 15 August 2021. This does not mean that the decree 
does not have other negative consequences. Most female 
staff acknowledged that even if they had previously personally 
chosen to wear the hijab, the imposition of doing so had 
effectively erased a fundamental freedom to choose for 
themselves – although they did not feel this prevented them 

from performing or fulfilling their function as a humanitarian 
worker.  

2. The second most pertinent factor affecting national female 
humanitarian worker’s ability to engage in humanitarian action 
relates to the inconsistent implementation of the different 
decrees and directives and the variation in DfA behaviour 
and treatment towards them. This came up in every single 
FGD, among both females and males, and extended beyond 
just women-targeted directives and decrees to all manner 
issued over the past year. FGD participants noted that this 
inconsistent approach ranged from allowing women through 
checkpoints without a mahram or documentation one day, 
to the next demanding that they have written approval from 
one particular DfA department, to the next demanding that 
they have these approvals from a range of different DfA 
entities, including but not limited to: the Provincial Governor, 
Provincial Heads of Department (e.g. of the Ministries of 
Interior, Economy, Health, Education, Refugees & Repatriation 
and so forth), the local Police Chief and General Directorate 
of Intelligence (GDI), among others. Female FGD participants 
noted that this uncertainty about what they may encounter on 
their way to work placed them under a great deal of mental 
and emotional stress, complicated planning, and frequently 
resulted in them not being able to undertake field work. 
While female health workers generally experience a more 
permissive environment, this is not standardized across 
all regions, with participants highlighting the individualized 
manner in which decisions are taken at the provincial and 
district level, the lack of chain of command within the 
DfA, and the limited understanding of local officials in key 
departmental positions and manning checkpoints, especially 
low literacy rates.

3. Likewise, all FGD participants regardless of gender and 
organization type expressed a shared sentiment that female 
national staff have been deprioritized or marginalized in 
the workplace since last August. Participants recognized 

the complexity of this particular phenomenon, sharing 
that this was occasionally the unintended by-product of 
self-preservation on the part of humanitarian organizations 
who need to be able to maintain constructive relations and 
dialogue with the DfA in order to carry out their operations, 
as well as, in some cases, at the request of female staff 
themselves who choose not to attend or participate 
in meetings with the DfA in order to avoid potential 
confrontational and hostile treatment. Nevertheless, overall, 
national female staff expressed feeling that their options both 
now and in the future at work have narrowed considerably in 
the past year. 

It is telling, for example, that male participants were able 
to rank the quality of women’s ability to engage in the 
humanitarian response in provinces beyond those where the 
FGDs were being held, whereas women were mainly only 
able to assign rankings for the province in which they were 
physically based. Female national staff still occupy the vast 
majority of administrative or support functions compared 
to their male counterparts who, generally speaking, are 
more routinely substantively involved in their respective 
organization’s programmes, as well as more senior. Across 
all FGDs, female staff conveyed that they are now more likely 
to be overlooked during recruitment processes than men, 
especially for senior or leadership positions, despite meeting 
eligibility criteria. Female staff also expressed feeling that 
their male colleagues are not always fully cognizant of or 
understanding of the nature and complexity of the challenges 
they are facing, meaning that - whether perceived or real - 
the environment in which they are working is not always as 
supportive as it otherwise could or should be. The effects 
of this are tacit but nonetheless damaging, allowing for a 
normalization of unacceptable discrimination which requires 
constant attention to overcome, including by making sure that 
all staff are sensitized to the positive impact and influence of 
female humanitarian workers, especially male staff. 
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Recommendations 

For UN Leadership and Humanitarian Organizations

1. On directives and decrees, it is suggested that they:

a. develop guidelines on how to cooperate with the DfA on 
the matter of female participation in the humanitarian 
response.

b. engage the DfA at central and provincial levels in a 
practical discussion about how they envisage the 
mahram policy being implemented by humanitarian 
organizations and their national female staff, and what 
the consequences are for them of this. Such a discussion 
could result in:

i. the securing of an exemption for female humanitarian 
workers from the requirement that they be 
accompanied by a mahram.

ii. written approval from the DfA which would enable 
women to travel within the province in which they are 
based without a mahram.

iii. written approval from the DfA that national drivers 
and male colleagues can serve as a mahram for their 
female colleagues or that one male can serve as a 
mahram for multiple women, thereby giving women 
greater flexibility to travel to the field/go on mission. Or 

iv. the elaboration of a Standard Operating Procedure 
agreed at both the central and provincial levels with 
the DfA on how it will be implemented by humanitarian 
organizations, and how it will be respected by the DfA.

c. consider developing and introducing a monetary 
compensation policy for female national staff for 
mahrams.6  

6. It was noted that this would not help women who did not have male 
relatives and/or a guardian who could act in this capacity but that it could 
help ease household financial constraints for those where male relatives 
had been forced to resign from their jobs in order to be one.

2. On office environment & working arrangements, it is 
suggested that they:

a. strengthen reporting systems for female national staff 
to register concerns about their working environment, 
including any negative or disparaging sentiments 
expressed by male colleagues. 

b. make greater efforts to better understand the origins 
of these negative sentiments, and identify ways of 
addressing them continually and comprehensively, 
through both mandatory and targeted sensitization 
sessions.

c. increase their engagement with female national 
staff, inviting them to the table to represent their own 
experiences, perceptions and recommendations on 
the contextual shift following August 2021. This could 
be done through formal and informal mechanisms 
such as tea afternoons which allow female national 
and international staff to come together in a safe space 
during work hours to discuss areas of mutual interest/
concern. Such a forum could also help address, manage 
and dispel rumours. 

d. ensure that office equipment, such as laptops, mobile 
phones and WiFi dongles, are provided equally to female 
and male staff.

3. On programmes and operations, including movements and 
field work, it is suggested that they:

a. rename existing gender-based violence (GBV) 
and protection programmes to ones which do not 
automatically provoke a negative response from the 
DfA.

b. increase or create dedicated funding opportunities 
for women’s groups and humanitarian and protection 
programmes targeting women and girls – this could 

be a priority of the next Afghanistan Humanitarian Fund 
Standard Allocation.

c. reopen female Guest Houses with separate/dedicated 
space for mahrams to also be accommodated.

4. On interaction and engagement with the DfA, it is suggested 
that they:

a. continue to impress in meetings with the DfA on the 
unique role and impact of national female staff in the 
humanitarian response in Afghanistan, both in the field 
and in decision-making, and advocate with them to 
secure written authorization which allows women to 
attend coordination meetings at the sub-national and 
national level.

b. consider developing a set of training modules for 
the DfA which covers a range of issues from basic 
literacy to education and sensitization that would 
facilitate the improved participation of female staff 
in the humanitarian response, including, for example, 
their movement across checkpoints. Independent 
organizations could be solicited to support with both the 
development and delivery of such an endeavour.

5. On recruitment practices, it is suggested that they:

a. identify particular functions where couples or entire 
families could be meaningfully employed at the same 
time e.g. as community mobilizers, enumerators, 
awareness raisers etc.  

b. use temporary special measures which enable more 
national female staff to be recruited (as per the 
SG's gender parity strategy), such as by suspending 
recruitment tests and having recruitment focused on 
development potential and attitude rather than specific 
skills/attainment.
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At the same time, it must be recognized that humanitarian 
organizations are not the only entities responsible for, or with 
the sole capacity to positively influence the participation of 
female staff in the humanitarian response. 

It is absolutely critical, for example, that the DfA acknowledges 
the important and unique role that female national staff play 
in the humanitarian response, respect it, and therefore do not 

seek to introduce measures or impediments that may limit, 
compromise or undermine that involvement. 

Likewise, it is imperative that Member States and donors 
continue to advocate with the DfA in all of their engagements 
for the full, meaningful and safe inclusion of women in 
the humanitarian response; that they hold their partners 
accountable to the commitments they have made regarding 
female national humanitarian workers, including on recruitment 

and retention; and that they support funding decisions which 
encourage and enable concrete improvements in the lives 
of female humanitarian workers in Afghanistan and avoid 
positioning which may hamper that. This includes, for instance, 
prioritizing and considering fairly projects which aim to build the 
capacity of the DfA with the ultimate goal of increasing female 
participation in the humanitarian response.

Limitations

This was a pilot exercise conducted in only nine out of 34 
provinces. As such, the analysis contained in this report 
does not provide a statistically representative picture of the 
situation across the whole country, but rather a snapshot 
from several provinces. Further, as this is a perception-based 
survey, the analysis reflects how female and male humanitarian 
workers view, feel or think about women’s ability to engage 
in humanitarian action in Afghanistan. Moving forward, it 
is intended that this exercise will be extended to additional 
provinces in the south-eastern, central and western regions 
where information could not be gathered on this occasion, as 
well as target humanitarian staff working in deep-field locations 

in addition to the provincial capitals. The exercise will be 
conducted bi-annually with the aim of understanding whether 
the situation for national female humanitarian workers has 
improved, stayed the same, or deteriorated; to inform areas of 
concentration for humanitarian leadership and the HCT; and to 
track progress against the recommendations proposed. The 
second iteration is expected to commence in January 2023. 

Further, the recommendations that follow reflect practical 
suggestions proposed by FGD participants for UN leadership 
and humanitarian organizations to consider as a possible 
way forward. It may be, however, that not all of these steps 

are possible to secure and/or necessary to pursue. Nor is it 
that they don’t come with any risk of negatively impacting 
women’s participation in the response. They must all therefore 
be considered in light of their potential upsides and downsides, 
order of desirability, and sequenced accordingly. Nevertheless, 
any one of the steps outlined could help ease some of the 
current restrictions national female staff are facing, and yield 
tangible improvements in their day-to-day experience, as well 
as facilitate their greater participation in the humanitarian 
response. 
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Central Region & Central Highlands Region 

The working environment for national female staff in 
Kabul and across the central region remains extremely 
challenging, with numerous impediments identified 
following the change in control in August 2021. 
From FGDs with female and male staff representing 
all organization types, it was revealed that whilst 
written agreements between organizations and the 
DfA are uncommon for most, the DfA had given 
some minimum verbal reassurances regarding the 
facilitation of women’s participation in humanitarian 
action, including field activities. Nevertheless, FGD 
participants stated that the mahram requirement, 
the instruction for offices to have gender-segregated 
workspaces, and for women to dress in Islamic attire 
in the form of the hijab or burka had all impeded the 
participation of national female staff in the response, 
even though the decrees were all implemented across 
the region to varying extents. In Bamyan Province, 
male participants advised that NGOs had received 
written instructions from the Department of Economy 
(DoEC) in September 2021 informing them of all three 
requirements, as well as insisting that humanitarian 

organizations provide separate vehicles for male and 
female staff when undertaking field missions.7 As in 
other regions, NGOs indicated that segregating offices 
by gender was complicated given limited space but 
that efforts were made to comply in advance of DfA 
visits.

Geographical variations were noted in the degree of 
enforcement of the mahram and dress-code decrees, 
with provincial and district authorities known to 
disregard or not fully comply with these, requiring 
humanitarian staff to build relations locally and, 
at a minimum, establish unofficial agreements to 
mitigate impediments which often arise when female 
humanitarian staff are travelling to and from work. For 
example, participants in Bamyan Province noted that 

7. Due to the limited geographic scope of the pilot exercise and 
the 5.9 magnitude earthquake which struck Khost Province 
on 22 June, humanitarian staff working in the south-eastern 
region did not participate on this occasion. Moving forward, it 
is intended to extend this exercise in at least two provinces. 
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Yakawlang

Chahar Asyab

Pul-e-Alam

Mata
Khan

Chamkani

Paryan

Shahrestan

Ghorband

Spera

Ashtarlay

Qalandar

Giro

Jalrez

Waghaz
Kiti

Mahmood-e-Raqi

Shamal

Jaji
Lija Ahmad

Khel

Ab Band

Jaghuri

Jani Khel
Jaji Maydan

Patoo

Maydan Shahr

Tani
Ziruk

Koh-e-Safi

Nika

Daymirdad

Ghazni

Barmal

Shawak

Salang

Turwo

Nijrab

JaghatuMiramor

Wal-e-Muhammad-e-Shahid

Zadran

Ahmadaba

Rukha

Urgun

Deh Yak Zurmat

Yahya Khel

Surkh-e-Parsa

Gomal

Dand Wa PatanRashidan

Dara

Malistan

Muqur

Tagab

Jani Khel

Nili

Surobi

Sar Rawzah

Gardez

Anawa

Sayed Karam

Sayed Khel

Gurbuz

Dila

Zanakhan

Hisa-e-Awal-e-Kohistan

Shekh Ali

Terezayi

Hisa-e-Duwum-e-Kohistan

Baraki
Barak

Shinwari

Khadir

Andar

Charkh

Yosuf Khel

Sang-e-Takht

Sharan

AlasayCharikar

Nadir Shah Kot

Saydabad

Markaz-e-Behsud

Shutul

Mohammad
Agha

Wormamay

Giyan

Mandozayi

Bazarak

Bak

Nawur

Nawa

Gelan

Sabari

Hesa-e-Awal-e-Behsud

Matun

Khoshi

Nerkh

Khenj

Wazakhah

Kajran

Zarghun Shahr

Ajristan

Estalef

Kharwar

Kalakan

Azra

Omna

Musa Khel

Kabul

Kabul Kabul

High Participation

 ■ Same ethnic group / open mindset (Bamyan)

 ■ Higher levels of education / more acceptance of female workers (Bamyan)

 ■ DfAs are recruited locally and are more understanding of cultural norms (Bamyan)

 ■ DFAs are more cooperative (Kabul)

Low Participation

 ■ Cultural differences / closed mindset (Bamyan)

 ■ Insecurity (Bamyan)

 ■ Inability to enter DfA buildings / premises or engage with officials (Kabul)
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female staff are frequently stopped at checkpoints and asked 
by local officials to show various documents – from marriage 
certificates to log sheets and organizational letters containing 
project details – despite remaining within the parameters 
of a given decree i.e. travelling within the stipulated 72 km. 
Checkpoints in Sayghan and Shibar districts were noted as 
being particularly problematic.

Female NNGO and INGO staff based in Kabul Province 
expressed fearing their safety and security when traveling due 
to repeatedly being subjected to insults and threats from local 
officials at checkpoints, while in Bamyan Province women noted 
that the lack of civil documentation for marriage means that 
even genuine couples experience high levels of interrogation at 
checkpoints which takes time to resolve and is stressful. Recent 
incidents in Bamyan city were also highlighted, such as the 
posting of flyers in public spaces on the Islamic dress-code, the 
beating of a girl by a policeman due to her clothing, and denial 
of entry of female humanitarian workers through checkpoints 
for arbitrary reasons related to clothing and the mahram policy. 
Female participants further noted that the high rate of turnover 
of officials and internal friction among the DfA had impacted 
the status and degree of enforcement of directives, while male 
participants referred to the DfA’s lack of chain of command 
as being the primary reason behind the almost-daily changes 
in the way decrees are implemented. Overall, there was a 
feeling among female participants that restrictions on women 
were ever-increasing, especially outside the office, with some 
mentioning that the Department of the Promotion of Virtue and 
Prevention of Vice (DoPVPV) had issued warnings to teachers 
at private schools and universities that the female students 
had to abide by the hijab decree or they would take legal action 
against them.

As such, the recruitment of national female staff has been 
both difficult and limited, particularly for senior positions, due 
to the inadequate financial capacity of most organizations to 
provide monetary compensation for mahrams and because of 
the perceived increased risk DfAs pose to organizations where 
numbers of female staff have increased, especially for INGOs 
and NNGOs. In Bamyan Province, female participants noted that 

organizations were now asking during the recruitment process 
whether they had a mahram, could afford to pay for them and 
were able to provide accommodation for them, meaning that 
single women were unable to accept offers and often withdrew 
their applications mid-way through. Also in Bamyan, one 
woman noted that she had not been able to accept two offers 
because she did not have a mahram, while another informed 
that an organization had called her to say that they couldn’t 
offer her a job as a provincial manager despite the fact that she 
met the requirements as the DfA wouldn’t deal with a woman, 
offering her two logistics positions instead which she rejected 
because they were lower in seniority. Female participants were 
further of the impression that male candidate are encouraged 
to apply and prioritized for vacancies rather than adapting 
positions for female candidates. Male participants shared 
similar observations, adding that females tend to be hired 
locally, at a more junior level and for positions which do not 
require movements – and only ever so long as they have a 
mahram readily available. One male NGO participant noted that 
the number of national female staff in his organization had 
decreased significantly since last August – from 17 to six – and 
that the number of men employed had in turn increased from 
one to 12. 

In Kabul Province, FGD participants noted that despite an 
attitudinal shift towards working women, UN agencies 
had made efforts to increase female representation in the 
workplace. Levels of participation differ in Bamyan, however, 
with female staff stating that they are left out of decision-
making processes and given less resources (i.e. laptops and 
mobile data) than male counterparts. Despite this, both in Kabul 
and Bamyan provinces, female and male participants expressed 
a generally faciliatory and inclusive environment in terms of 
their ability to access their offices and join field activities such 
as joint needs assessments and monitoring in the capital, 
neighbouring provinces and central highlands region overall. 

As for engagement with the DfA, while females are technically 
allowed into DfA buildings in the central region, the incentive 
to do so has drastically diminished since last August due to 
poor treatment from the authorities and the conditions placed 

upon their entry - e.g. only with a mahram they can prove is a 
relation and often requiring faces to be covered. Furthermore, 
despite being able to physically enter buildings, it was noted 
that women are rarely allowed into meetings or acknowledged 
and spoken to when they are. However, some geographical 
variations apply, including for organization type such as for 
female staff working for UN agencies in Kabul and those 
working in Parwan Province where a more moderate stance 
on female participation has been observed. For female staff 
working in NNGOs and INGOs in the central highlands, they 
noted that their organizations encouraged them to stay home 
if the DfAs were expected to visit their offices to avoid coming 
into conflict with them. 

Gender specific program activities have also been affected. 
Male participants in Bamyan Province stated that female 
economic empowerment activities in Kahmard district have 
been placed on hold, including one targeting 1,000 women 
entrepreneurs engaged in craftwork who had been allocated 
shops in the market but where discussions were now underway 
to replace them with male shopkeepers. Any activities which 
lead to women congregating in one place are also subjected 
to high levels of interference from the DfA and/or suspended, 
especially those relating to protection and GBV, with one 
organization in Bamyan reporting that they have renamed 
women’s shelters to something less instantly recognizable 
by the DfA. In both Kabul and Bamyan provinces, participants 
referred to the difficulties in implementing education-related 
projects, severely impacting female beneficiaries, with one 
NNGO in Bamyan which provides educational support and 
training to older girls informing that they used to receive weekly 
visits from various departments who would question and 
challenge their program, noting that this increased at one point 
to as many as 30 officials from the GDI, and resulted in the 
eventual closure of their program. Another INGO noted that prior 
to last August they had 12 female Guest Houses for their staff 
across Bamyan (8), Parwan (2) and Daykundi (2) provinces but 
had to subsequently close these due to an inability to provide 
security for them, meaning that women’s involvement in field-
related activities had become increasingly restricted as a result.
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Eastern Region 

FGDs in the eastern region revealed a work 
environment that has become increasingly 
challenging for female staff since August 2021, 
regardless of organization type. While FGD 
participants noted that some verbal and written 
assurances have been received from the DfA 
regarding women’s participation, provided they have 
a mahram, wear Islamic attire and have gender-
segregated offices, the inconsistent manner in which 
different decrees have been applied – both across 
the region, and within provinces themselves – has 
meant that access for female humanitarian workers 
has become increasingly unpredictable, and with 
increased costs for male colleagues and men more 
broadly. NNGO, INGO and UN national female staff 
all referred to the mahram requirement as being 
particularly difficult, noting that they frequently 
get stopped at checkpoints and interrogated as 
to who they are travelling with, asked for personal 
documentation to prove this, such as marriage 
certificates and Tazkeras (ID cards), and referring 
to incidents in which female humanitarian workers 
had been detained for lying that their driver was their 
mahram, including one in which a Department Head 

had reportedly had two women arrested for not being 
accompanied by a mahram.

Male FGD participants noted that variations 
between the way in which decrees and directives 
were implemented was so extreme that it was 
impossible to compare one province to another, 
or one Department to another. It was noted, for 
example, that the Department of Refugees & 
Repatriation (DoRR) in Nangarhar Province insists 
on women being accompanied by a mahram, but 
that ANDMA don’t and have a very collaborative 
approach. Similarly, in Goshta district of Nangarhar 
Province, male participants noted that the DfA had 
implemented separate working days for women 
and men, further highlighting the variation in how 
directives are applied across different geographic 
areas.  In addition, while a mahram is a requirement 
for female staff for most movements, there often 
lacks an incentive for their male family members 
to accompany them due to limited financial 
compensation (if any), security risks en route, and/
or disapproval of the idea of them continuing to 
work. Only four of 16 INGOs indicated that their 

Female FGDs Male FGDs

Districts where female 
humanitarian workers 
face the least 
restrictions

Districts where female 
humanitarian workers 
face the most 
restrictions

NURISTAN

KAPISA

PANJSHER

KABUL

PAKTYA

TAKHAR

LAGHMAN

LOGAR

KUNAR

BADAKHSHANBAGHLAN

PARWAN

NANGARHAR

PAKISTAN

EASTERNCAPITAL

NORTH EASTERN

Waygal

Chawkay

Nurgaram

Chapa Dara

Behsud

Duab

Hesarak

Alingar

Asad Abad

Wama

Mehtarlam

Kamdesh

Kuz Kunar

Dawlatshah

Nazyan

Alishang

Qarghayi

Nurgal

Sherzad

Achin

Lalpur

Khogyani

Ghazi Abad

Khas Kunar

Deh
Bala

Parun

Dara-e-Pech

Barg-e-Matal

Shigal

Mandol

Narang

Pachir
Wa Agam

Dur Baba

Kama

Bar Kunar

Jalalabad
Surkh Rod

Muhmand Dara

Watapur

Chaparhar
Rodat

Bati Kot

Kot
Shinwar

Marawara

Dara-e-Nur

Nari

Dangam

Sar
Kani

Goshta

High Participation

 ■ Security is better – districts are largely urban / concentrated to in & around Jalalabad

 ■ Less interference from the DfAs

Low Participation

 ■ Higher-levels of interference in programs

 ■ Presence of ISKP

 ■ Districts are remote & communities more conservative / less accepting of women
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organization compensated mahrams with a per diem to cover 
accommodation, lunch and transport, and only for travel 
outside the province. Incidents where local authorities have not 
accepted official documents issued at the central level or by 
regional senior counterparts have also been noted in parts of 
the east, leading to abuse of female humanitarian workers and 
physical attacks on mahrams accompanying female staff. 

Female participants diverged in how they felt about the hijab 
decree. Some stated that they have always worn such attire 
when outside the home or travelling to and from the office, 
and others feeling it was a further infringement of their rights. 
However, none felt that it prevented them from participating 
in the humanitarian response, although the compulsory 
component of the policy had added to their psychosocial 
burden, especially for female NNGO staff, and came with some 
practical challenges. 

Male participants flagged that national female staff now pose 
something of a liability for humanitarian organizations due to 
the security and safety risks their participation presents for 
operations and prorammes. It is therefore not uncommon for 
female staff to withhold information from their relatives and 
communities about the nature of their work, title or function out 
of fear of backlash. In addition, the change in political context 
has instilled worry and fear in most female staff, primarily those 
working for INGOs and NNGOs, due to concerns over losing 
their employment and/or unpredictable treatment by the DfAs 

who are often harsh and dismissive in their interactions with 
them. 

Variations were noted among female and male staff’s 
perception of women’s inclusion in the workplace, including 
activities outside the office such as joint needs assessments 
or monitoring. While all participants agreed that women are 
allowed into the office, albeit in separate rooms to their male 
colleagues, female participants stated that temporary work-
from-home modalities were implemented in the wake of 15 
August 2021 but which continue to today – primarily for women 
working for INGOs or NNGOs – due to safety and security 
concerns, such as unplanned and unpermitted visits by the DfA. 
Female participants working for UN agencies also experience 
negative sentiment from their male national colleagues 
regarding their continued employment at their respective 
organization, with jokes often made that 'women should stay at 
home as then there would be more jobs available for men’. As 
for activities outside of the office, female participants generally 
perceive themselves as included in field activities – as long as 
they adhere to Islamic attire and the mahram requirement – 
while their male counterparts stated they are not allowed to join 
under any conditions. 

Direct engagement of female staff with the DfA, whether 
in terms of being allowed into DfA buildings (provincial 
line ministries, governmental departments etc.), or to join 
meetings with the DfA is highly restricted for all national 

female staff irrespective of organization type – although it was 
acknowledged that UN female staff can be an exception. Male 
participants also shared that UN and INGO female staff are 
generally treated better by the DfA than NNGO staff. Among 
female participants there was a further impression that national 
female staff are purposefully not taken to meetings to avoid 
encountering difficulties with the DfA, and that the space 
for Afghan women in professional life is rapidly diminishing.  
Female participants noted that in meetings with the DfA which 
they have attended, they have not been able to sit at the main 
table, they have not been served refreshments, and they have 
even had backs turned to them. Male participants informed 
that while organizations still recruit female staff, this remains 
limited for INGOs and NNGOs due to fear of DfA retaliation and/
or their inability to finance mahrams, and that they sensed an 
increasing reluctance among organizations to hire national 
female staff. In turn, female FGD participants noted that women 
are now refusing jobs with humanitarian organizations simply 
because they don’t have a mahram.

Participants noted that programming related to women and 
girls, such as GBV programming and women’s only shelters 
had been severely impacted and remained suspended in 
most locations. They also noted an overall reduction in female 
beneficiaries targeted by multi-sectoral assistance as a result of 
DfA interference.
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Northern Region 

Following the change in control to the DfA, 
humanitarian staff based in Mazar and working 
in the northern region perceive the working 
environment for national female staff to have been 
adversely affected, particularly in relation to their 
ability to participate meaningfully and safely in 
humanitarian action outside of the office. Both male 
and female participants acknowledged that the 
DfA have provided verbal assurances regarding the 
involvement of women in the humanitarian response, 
with female participants noting that initial permission 
for women to work in the health and education 
sectors was subsequently extended to others 
providing they have a mahram and wore the Islamic 
hijab in public, sharing that the DfA had made it clear 
that the hijab to be worn should be black. 

Male participants were of the impression that there 
were few, if any, restrictions on female humanitarian 
workers in Balkh, Samangan and Faryab provinces 
so long as conditions outlined by the DfA were 
adhered to. Although female participants did not 
specifically refer to these areas as being especially 
permissible, it is possible that this is due to their 

unfamiliarity with the context in these provinces 
(as many female participants in the FGDs were 
often support or administrative staff who were not 
involved in programming and who did not travel 
outside the provinces in which they are located). 
As in other regions, geographic variations apply 
in the implementation of decrees and the level of 
enforcement of them. For example, male participants 
in Mazar informed that the DfAs had stated that 
women could travel without a mahram up to 72 
kms but that the Director of DoRR in Balkh Province 
had insisted that they be accompanied by a male 
guardian regardless of distance. Male participants 
further shared that the Ministries of Agriculture, 
Economy and Public Health, are generally more 
accepting of national female staff participation 
in the humanitarian response compared to the 
DoRR and district authorities. Female participants 
referred to an increasing number of incidents at 
checkpoints, where in recent months the DfAs had 
increasingly questioned them on their clothing 
and their relationship to their mahram such that 
they suggested colleagues now carry supporting 
documentation with them such as a Tazkera if a 

Female FGDs Male FGDs

Districts where female 
humanitarian workers 
face the least 
restrictions

Districts where female 
humanitarian workers 
face the most 
restrictions

KUNDUZ

FARYAB

JAWZJAN

BAMYAN
BADGHIS

SAR-E-PUL

MAIDAN 
WARDAK

BALKH

SAMANGAN

BAGHLAN

PARWAN

HIRAT

GHOR

TAJIKISTAN

TURKMENISTAN UZBEKISTAN

NORTHERN

CENTRAL
HIGHLAND

CAPITAL

NORTH
EASTERN

WESTERN

Kaldar

Aybak

Darzab

Mazar-e-Sharif

Zari
Almar

Ruy-e-Duab

Dehdadi

Dara-e-Suf-e-PayinMaymana

Sar-e-Pul

Qarqin

Kohistan
Balkhab

Sancharak

Shiberghan

Kohestanat

Hazrat-e-Sultan

Gosfandi

Mingajik

Sharak-e-Hayratan

Pashtun Kot

Marmul

Dawlat AbadQurghan

Qaram Qul

Garzewan

Khamyab

Char
Bolak

Qush
Tepa

Khwaja Sabz
Posh

Charkent

Shortepa

Sayad

Khanaqa Balkh

Khan-e-Char
Bagh

Khuram Wa
Sarbagh

Khulm

MardyanKhwaja Dukoh

Aqcha

Keshendeh

Nahr-e-Shahi
Andkhoy

Dara-e-Suf-e-Bala

Sholgareh
Shirin Tagab

Bilcheragh

Fayzabad

Sozmaqala

Chemtal

Qaysar

Feroz
Nakhchir

Dawlat Abad

High Participation

 ■ Higher-levels of education among the population / are more accepting of females working 

 ■ Communities are more open-minded 

 ■ DFAs are hired locally and so more understanding of local norms

Low Participation

 ■ Communities are more remote / conservative and less accepting of female workers 

 ■ Lack of awareness of humanitarian action
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sibling is acting as a male guardian, or a marriage certificate if 
a husband.

As in all other FGDs, Mazar-based female staff identified the 
mahram decree as causing the most interference in their ability 
to meaningfully engage in the humanitarian response. This was 
especially the case for those working for INGOs and NNGOs 
with limited capacity to financially compensate mahrams (but 
yet who still require their staff to have one), including women 
who have a husband that is already employed and who should 
not be expected to give up their job to accompany them to 
work. There were, however, notable variations in female and 
male participants’ sentiment towards the hijab decree, with 
female staff expressing psychological distress and pressure 
over the changes imposed on them by the DfA regarding dress 
code, compared to male participants who perceived it as a 
continuation of cultural norms. Female participants further 
shared that they were disappointed in the response of their 
male colleagues who they felt did not take sufficiently seriously, 
or even realize, the negative knock-on effects of the different 
decrees imposed on them, and who they said frequently made 
jokes about their having to wear the burka.

Participants from all organization types also expressed 
serious concerns over employment opportunities for national 
female staff. Female participants highlighted that the current 

environment is not conducive for women in leadership 
positions, specifically mentioning that the DfA does not 
allow women to be recruited into certain positions such as 
engineering or kitchen gardening, while male participants noted 
that some NNGO female staff have had to resign since last 
August due to the uncertainty of the situation and/or because 
they do not have a mahram. Both female and male participants 
agreed that men are prioritized above women, especially for 
senior or leadership roles, with the sense that organizations 
have adopted this approach to minimize potential conflict with 
the DfA who do not have a ‘favourable mindset’ to women. 
They also shared that women have been demoted since last 
August, and that the hiring of female staff is impeded by the 
requirement to have gender-segregated offices, which has 
occasionally required that women work from home when the 
organization is unable to accommodate this, or to leave the 
office earlier to avoid encountering the DfA in the event of a visit. 
Nevertheless, for women currently employed by a humanitarian 
organization, all agreed that they feel comfortable having their 
occupation known, feel included in their workplace – even if 
they are limited to office activities – and feel supported by their 
male colleagues and family members to continue working. 

Direct engagement of female staff with the DfA remains very 
limited with female participants noting that women are not 

allowed to participate in meetings held in commissioned DfA 
buildings or the Governor’s office, or where males are also 
present. Female and male participants further highlighted that 
there are no guidelines for humanitarian organizations on how 
to cooperate with the DfA on the matter of female participation, 
and that women generally have assumed less visible roles in 
organizations to avoid potential confrontation. Male participants 
expressed a desire for more targeted advocacy with the DfA to 
increase female participation in the response, and stated that 
more funding should be provided for women’s groups and that 
NNGOs in particular should be empowered and supported to 
increase female engagement in humanitarian action. 

As has been noted in other geographic areas, gender-specific 
programming has either been reduced or completely suspended 
across different parts of the northern region since last August. 
Female participants highlighted that projects related to 
women’s empowerment, GBV and child protection are no longer 
approved by the DfA, noting that posters and seminars about 
early child support were not permitted, while male participants 
informed that two protection centers had been closed in Balkh 
and Faryab provinces. It was mentioned that to mitigate future 
suspensions and preserve protection and GBV-related activities, 
partners have proactively changed the titles of projects, as has 
been the case in other regions of Afghanistan.
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North-Eastern Region 

Humanitarian partners based in Kunduz and 
Badakhshan provinces in the north-eastern region 
revealed an increasingly limited working environment 
for women over the past year, despite verbal 
assurances made by the DfA regarding female 
participation in the humanitarian response. It was 
noted that a number of governmental departments 
in Kunduz Province – such as the DoEc, DoRR, the 
Department of Rural Rehabilitation and Development 
and the Afghanistan National Disaster Management 
Authority (ANDMA) – have issued letters agreeing 
to women’s participation in humanitarian action 
providing they observe the Islamic hijab, are 
accompanied by a mahram and do not mix with 
men, but that most commitments are oral and can 
therefore change depending on the official and/or 
according to a personal whim. Across the region, it 
was noted that several different DfA entities impose 
the mahram requirement, including the DoPVPV, local 
officials at checkpoints, DoEc and various district 
authorities, but that in Kunduz Province women are 
able to use their mother or grandmother if they do not 

have a a close male relative, providing she is over 65 
years old.

Female staff in Badakhshan Province further 
highlighted the physical discomfort of the burka 
which they noted DfAs had insisted must be black 
and ‘cover a woman from head to toe’ saying that it 
fatigued them, especially during the summer months. 
They also shared that the hijab decree has taken 
away from them their freedom to decide what to wear 
and put pressure on them to conform, contributing to 
an increasingly repressive atmosphere - a sentiment 
shared by female participants in Kunduz Province. 
In the latter, female participants also stressed the 
psychological toll now imposed on women by the 
various decrees, which have negatively affected their 
productivity at work and endangered their mental 
health. Elsewhere in the region, it was observed that 
the burka has become the official dress-code for 
out-of-office activities in Takhar Province while the 
hijab and long dress is mandatory at the office. 

Female FGDs Male FGDs

Districts where female 
humanitarian workers 
face the least 
restrictions

Districts where female 
humanitarian workers 
face the most 
restrictions
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CHINA

CHINA
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ShuhadaImam
Sahib
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Baharak

Zebak

Yawan

Ali Abad

Warduj
Khan
Abad

Baharak

Andarab

Kofab

Doshi

Raghestan

Dasht-e-Archi

Dahana-e-Ghori

Qala-e-Zal

Khinjan

Argo

Tagab

Arghanj
Khwah

Tala Wa
Barfak

Chahar Darah

Nahrin

Kunduz

Shighnan

Pul-e-Khumri

Eshkashem

Burka

Baghlan-e-Jadid

Keshem

KhashTeshkan

Koran Wa
Monjan

Shahr-e-Buzorg

Warsaj

Hazar Sumuch

Guzargah-e-Nur

Taloqan Jorm

Bangi

Yamgan
Chal

Farkhar

Namak Ab

Khost Wa
Fereng

Fayzabad

Pul-e-Hisar

Yaftal-e-Sufla

Dasht-e-Qala

Kalafgan

Darwaz-e-Payin

Khwaja Bahawuddin

Eshkmesh

Darwaz-e-Balla

Khwahan

Yangi Qala

Wakhan

Deh Salah

Darqad

Khwaja Ghar

Darayem

Rostaq

Shaki

Fereng
Wa Gharu

Kabul

Kabul Kabul

High Participation

 ■ Higher-levels of education/literacy and cultural acceptance of female workers 

 ■ Presence of pro-women religious scholars 

 ■ Education facilities are more accessible 

 ■ DFAs are recruited locally authorities and have a positive mindset to females in the workplace

Low Participation

 ■ More insecure

 ■ No job security 

 ■ Negative mindset of the community to working women
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Across the board, female participants perceive a drastically 
reduced reality in terms of decision-making and employment 
opportunities for senior positions, noting that men are now 
promoted, both literally and figuratively, in all aspects of work. 
In Kunduz Province, female participants highlighted that even 
when their male colleagues lack a particular competence, 
skillset or experience, they are still given management or 
advisory roles over them, while in Badakhshan Province female 
participants noted that even if they are responsible for a 
particular project, their male counterparts are sent to speak to 
the DfA about them even when they have little knowledge about 
it or are unable to answer technical questions. Overwhelmingly, 
female participants in Badakhshan expressed a sense of loss 
in freedom of choice in all spheres of life, and an inability to 
express their opinions and beliefs without the risk of retaliation.

Female humanitarian workers further noted that when 
employment opportunities do arise, these are usually accepted 
due to their dire socio-economic situation regardless of the 
conditions of their employment, which often exclude monetary 
compensation for mahrams and/or poor office facilities 
compared to their male counterparts. Mistreatment of both 
female and male staff at checkpoints, where local officials 
are often unprofessional and the population subjected to 
interrogation, was also highlighted as a security risk while 
in Chārdara and Dasht-e-Archi districts in Kunduz Province 

instances of abuse from members of the affected population 
during field activities was also mentioned – although this 
could be due to the deteriorating socio-economic situation 
and the limited scope of humanitarian assistance. In addition, 
in Takhar Province the DfA are known to take a more hardline 
stance towards females participating in humanitarian action, 
with incidents of blackmail at checkpoints also raised. As such, 
undertaking field missions are rare occurrences for female 
staff, with security concerns further exacerbated following 
the murder of eight polio vaccinators in Kunduz and Takhar 
provinces in February. 

Female and male participants were all in agreement that 
engagement with the DfA for women remains prohibited, 
including entrance into government buildings. Participants in 
both Badakhshan and Kunduz provinces noted that on the rare 
occasion where females have participated in meetings – often 
only when an international is present or when they are there on 
personal matters which require official processing – they are 
unable to speak or express their opinions, and only permitted to 
enter so long as their mahram is present and they abide by the 
Islamic dress code. Female participants in both Badakhshan 
and Kunduz provinces bemoaned the tokenism behind their 
presence – referring to it as nothing more than a ‘symbolic’ 
gesture – and highlighting the derogatory manner in which 
they are looked at by the DfA and the lack of general courtesy 

shown to them. Male participants in Kunduz Province did note, 
however, that the situation was not uniform across the region, 
sharing that the new Provincial Governor in Baghlan Province 
now allows women to enter governmental premises, and that 
the DoRR and ANDMA are generally more cooperative and 
facilitatory regarding women’s involvement in the humanitarian 
response. As for women who have continued working for a 
DfA department, participants based in Badakhshan Province 
highlighted that they are only expected to sign attendance 
sheets before returning immediately home. 

As with other regions in Afghanistan, gender-specific 
programming, especially those involving GBV, have been closed 
down alongside women focused government departments 
that have also been suspended or dissolved. Participants in 
Badakhshan Province shared that the Department of Women’s 
Affairs – the authoritative body dedicated to women’s legal 
issues – was disbanded shortly after the Taliban takeover, 
while several NGOs working on vocational training and capacity 
building for women also lost funding and had to cease or 
reduce their operations. Male participants in Kunduz Province 
also highlighted that women’s safe spaces/housing have 
been closed, along with women-led media outlets, women’s 
economic empowerment programming and the Citizens Charter 
program of which around 50 per cent of the staff were female. 
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Western Region 

Humanitarian partners in Herat and Badghis 
provinces based in the western region revealed 
variations in restrictions for female staff based on 
the sector they work in. While female and male staff 
stated that, at most, verbal agreements have been 
reached with the DfA regarding women’s participation 
in humanitarian action providing that the dress-code, 
mahram and segregated office space requirements 
are adhered to, female participants referred to 
being told that ‘women’s season has expired’, 
reinforcing the impression that the DfAs were only 
paying lip-service to their involvement, and that the 
assurances they had provided would not be fulfilled 
in practice. 

One NNGO working in the health sector in Herat 
Province noted that the Department of Public Health 
(DoPH)has issued ID cards to them which allow 
them to move freely without a mahram and without 
wearing the hijab, encountering very few issues 

as a result. However, several other humanitarian 
organizations noted that an official letter is required 
by the DfA for the movement of both female and 
male staff. As such, female staff working for all 
organization types highlighted the seemingly 
random nature of the implementation of various 
decrees which at times affects both women and 
men’s movement and ability to participate in the 
humanitarian response. Notably, female participants 
working for INGOs in Herat Province perceived 
the most changes regarding their own levels of 
engagement, informing that some of these had been 
imposed by their respective organizations – perhaps 
pre-emptively – to minimize exposure to adverse 
behaviour, treatment or risk from the DfAs. They 
shared that pressure from employers and family 
members tend to be more commonplace than from 
the DfA themselves, and that some women do not 
follow the decrees set forth by the DfA. 

Female FGDs Male FGDs

Districts where female 
humanitarian workers 
face the least 
restrictions

Districts where female 
humanitarian workers 
face the most 
restrictions
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High Participation

 ■ High levels of literacy and diversity of communities means acceptance is greater 

 ■ DfA buildings are accessible

 ■ More connected – better transport, access to internet & electricity

 ■ DfAs are more cooperative; women are more visible in schools and at the market

Low Participation

 ■ Low levels of literacy and high sensitivity to female presence

 ■ Remote – poor road connectivity & multiple checkpoints

 ■ Low presence of humanitarian agencies

 ■ Ethnic and racial challenges
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With the Taliban takeover, a reduction in employment 
opportunities for women including gender-specific and 
livelihoods programming has also been noted across the region. 
GBV-related projects have been suspended completely, leading 
many to adapt their health and protection-related activities to 
the provision of psychosocial support. Female staff working 
for UN agencies stated that to mitigate further suspension, 
they have changed the title of projects to ones more likely to be 
approved. Women’s ability to join field activities has also been 
affected due to uncertainty about how the mahram decree will 
be applied. For instance, female participants stated that in Ghor 
and Farah provinces, mahrams are required regardless of the 
distance travelled and must wear a hijab/full face covering. 
However, male staff working in Badghis Province stated that 
the DoPVPV had disseminated guidance letters allowing for the 
movement of female staff without a mahram up to 72 km. 

Retention of female staff was identified as a further challenge 
for organizations lacking the financial means to provide 
monetary compensation for mahrams or segregated office 
space. Female participants in Herat Province were also of the 
impression that males were being recruited even when job 
advertisements encouraged females to apply, and were not 
being shortlisted for positions even when they met the eligibility 
criteria. The further expressed a palpable sense of anxiety 
about what would happen if the UN left the country, noting that 

their job security depends on the UN’s continued presence in 
Afghanistan. 

Participants raised several security and safety concerns related 
to movements and passing through checkpoints, with threats, 
ambiguous demands, and different lines of questioning all 
examples of day-to-day experiences staff encountered with 
the DfA. Some female participants felt that official letters from 
the DfA giving permission for a particular movement were not 
always effective given low levels of literacy among officials 
manning checkpoints. INGOs based in Badghis Province also 
informed that efforts had been made to improve the safety and 
security of their female staff by moving their offices to locations 
which provided more protection for employed women.

Female participants representing all organization types based in 
Herat and Badghis provinces felt able to physically attend work 
at the office so long as they abided by the mahram and hijab 
decrees, noting that separate office spaces for women and men 
were also usually provided by their respective organizations. 
However, female participants shared a sense of ridicule from 
some of their male colleagues by which the changes that have 
adversely affected them is taken lightly or humorously rather 
than with the attention it deserves. Female participants shared 
that their male colleagues often joke that if they stay home 
more jobs will be available for them. 

Engagement with the DfA remains extremely challenging for 
national female staff regardless of organization type. While 
female and male participants representing all organization 
types were in agreement that women can enter DfA buildings, 
the level of inclusion in meetings varies significantly. In Herat 
Province, the DoRR was recognized by all as being difficult to 
deal with, particularly with project endorsements, although it 
was also noted that women were not able to go to the MoEc 
unless accompanied by a mahram, while one INGO shared that 
the Department of Education (DoE) informed that they did not 
want to hear about a project from a female staff member, and 
that the organization had subsequently sent a male to liaise 
with them instead. Reports were also shared of guards outside 
UN compounds questioning what the women inside are earning, 
stating that only men are distributing assistance and implying 
that they should be removed or replaced. In Badghis Province, 
however, participants noted some level of cooperation with the 
DfA, particularly with the Education and Economic directorates. 

In terms of impact on programming, one UN agency in Herat 
Province informed that none of their female monitors had been 
able to go on field missions to neighbouring Badghis and Ghor 
provinces since last August, while entrepreneurial projects 
targeting female beneficiaries had been disrupted, as had those 
where the project supervisor was a female. 
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Southern Region 

FGDs with female and male humanitarian staff 
based in Kandahar and working in the southern 
region revealed variations in levels of engagement 
with the DfA and agreements on women’s 
participation depending on the organization type. 
Female participants noted that for UN agencies, 
the Ministry of Interior (MoI) has provided official 
letters permitting female humanitarian staff to 
work, whilst for INGOs and NNGOs no such written 
agreements have been secured. However, even where 
verbal and written agreements had been obtained, 
FGD participants stated that local authorities are 
frequently inconsistent in their application with 
provincial departments – including the DORR and 
Department of Public Health (DoPH) – not aligned. 
In Kandahar, national female staff are frequently 
subjected to intimidation and harassment at 
checkpoints with foot soldiers asking for Tazkeras, 
birth and marriage certificates, and even checking 
mobile phones. Male participants further noted 
that at the provincial level, line ministries and DfA 
entities, such as the DoPVPV and GDI do not have 
a good understanding of their mandates, causing 

them to interfere with the responsibilities of 
others, and contributing to a haphazard approach 
to the implementation of decrees, and leading to 
unpredictable and seemingly arbitrary decisions from 
local officials. As they put it, female colleagues can 
be allowed to travel to a neighbouring province to 
participate in a needs assessment without a male 
guardian one day, but on the next will be stopped at 
checkpoints, interrogated, and forced to turn back.

Such individualized application of decrees and 
directives can restrict female humanitarian workers' 
ability to participate in the humanitarian response 
depending on the person in charge and the district in 
question. For instance, male participants highlighted 
that the DoRR, DoE and ANDMA are working as they 
have been before and involving both female and male 
national staff, and that the Zhari District Governor 
in Kandahar Province is flexible with female staff 
participating in different activities and programmes, 
the District Governors in Spin Boldak and Daman 
do not support the idea of women working in their 
respective communities. Likewise, in Arghandab, 

Female FGDs Male FGDs

Districts where female 
humanitarian workers 
face the least 
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Districts where female 
humanitarian workers 
face the most 
restrictions
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High Participation

 ■ Population is more educated, open-minded and accepting of female workers

 ■ DfA is familiar with humanitarian projects 

Low Participation

 ■ Women have lost jobs – especially in higher positions.

 ■ Movement restrictions 

 ■ No participation of women in meetings with the DfA

 ■ Intra-DFA dynamics and lack of chain of command 
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Daman and Maiwand districts women are not allowed to 
participate in needs assessments and livelihood activities. 
NGOs perceive the authorities as having high levels of suspicion 
about them. In Daman district, it was further reported that the 
District Governor had issued a letter stating that 15 female 
health workers working in acute watery diarrhea response had 
to be accompanied by a mahram and be older than 28 and that 
when negotiations did not work they were internally reallocated 
elsewhere. Male participants also informed of 15 female 
community facilitators having been let go and their positions 
readvertised for couples. Male participants noted that hiring 
couples could be a way of increasing women’s participation in 
the response, but that many positions require technical skills 
and competencies which not anyone can perform. 

Participants noted that a permanent solution needs to be found 
to the mahram requirement given that many females do not 
have male relatives that can take on this role, and that some 
organizations have human resource policies which do not allow 
for two members from one family to be hired at the same time. 
NGOs also pointed out that some organizations have even 
added questions to interviews asking prospective female staff 
whether they have a mahram, and inserting requirements for 
a mahram into job advertisements, adding to concerns that 
females will be automatically screened out if they don’t. Male 
participants further highlighted that the mahram requirement 
has resulted in a doubling of costs in every respect, referring to 
one programme in which 60 female Technical and Vocational 
Education and Training (TVET) staff are transported to and from 
the project site and that what was previously one bus is now 
two. In general, few humanitarian organizations have monetary 
or other policies on the use of mahrams, and only those that 
can afford to pay them do so directly, or in the form of a per 

diem if travel is required between districts. Shuttles have been 
offered to some female staff but many advised that they want a 
lower profile and refused it. Among the male FGDs, only one UN 
agency and one INGO informed that they are currently providing 
a bus for their female staff. Female participants highlighted a 
downward trend in vacant positions for female staff, stating that 
few senior positions are available, that women are only actively 
pursued for jobs when it relates to gender-based activities and/
or fundraising opportunities, and perceiving an overall context in 
which male applicants are encouraged to apply and prioritized. 
Conversely, male participants perceive the current job market 
to offer equal opportunities for women and men but that the 
requirement for a mahram ultimately impedes women from 
being recruited. 

FGD participants further noted a lack of common understanding 
regionally regarding the hijab decree, with local authorities 
insisting that the burka and not the hijab is the proper dress-
code and thus must be worn. NNGOs and INGOs highlighted 
that segregated office spaces also pose a challenge as most 
organizations are unable to provide such office arrangements 
permanently, although they adapt in the event of a visit from a 
DfA office or department.

Women’s engagement with the DfA remains limited in Kandahar, 
even in the case of senior female international staff. One INGO 
noted that their field officer was female but that national male 
staff represent her at meetings with district officials, with 
participants noting that many organizations have changed their 
coordination approach with the authorities since last August 
by appointing a single point person (male only) to liaise with 
them on a set agenda. Adopting such an approach may make 
life easier for humanitarian organizations but has a knock-on 

effect of subtly excluding women from critical components of 
humanitarian action. Female participants noted that there have 
been no invitations for them to attend meetings in Kandahar 
Province but that they also have no desire or wish to meet with 
the DfA due to the hostile and aggressive environment they 
expect to be exposed to if they do. In Uruzgan Province, it was 
reported that female national staff had been able to attend 
meetings with the DfA but that they were sat at a distance from 
the officials and that the Governor of Uruzgan had turned his 
back on female national staff, while the DoPVPV Director was 
face-to-face with them and flexible as to their participation. 

Both female and male participants highlighted the lack of 
commitment of the DfA in ensuring women can participate 
in humanitarian action, often expressing more progressive 
assurances on issues related to girls and women during 
meetings - i.e. on girls’ education - only to see them reneged 
in practice. Humanitarian organizations also noted that they 
have suspended a number of gender-specific programmes or 
revised them to become more palatable to the DfA, particularly 
those related to GBV. Male participants further noted that 
female humanitarian workers are unable to participate in polio 
campaigns as these are conducted mosque-to-mosque, as well 
as some nutrition programmes. In Uruzgan Province, it was 
noted that mine-risk education programmes were temporarily 
suspended by the GDI following accusations that female staff 
were taking pictures and GPS coordinates of houses. For other 
field activities, especially those conducted in Hilmand, Nimroz, 
Uruzgan and Zabul provinces, women are generally allowed to 
participate providing they adhere to the dress-code and mahram 
policy, however there have been occasions where female staff 
working for INGOs and NNGOs need pre-approvals to join needs 
assessments and other community-based activities. 
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Annex I: Directives & Instructions Issued Affecting Female Participation in the Humanitarian Response

The following list of directives and instructions does not reflect all of those issued by the DfA since their takeover of Kabul in August 2021, but rather a selection which impact female participation in 
humanitarian action the most – whether enforced or not.8 The list also reflects what has been said about the application of these directives and instructions in practice (often verbally) to humanitarian 
actors, highlighting the different regional and individualized approaches taken by the DfA, and the lack of internal coordination among them.

8. It should be further noted that these directives and instructions reflect only those directly related to women. On several occasions where these directives and instructions were given, the DfA also informed of their intention to impose additional 
bureaucratic impediments on humanitarian action and/or restrictions on men such as the growing of beards, and the requirement that they do not have ‘modern’ haircuts, or wear a turban or white hat.

The DfA in Balkh Province verbally announce 
that women should only leave their house if it is 

absolutely necessary, they are accompanied by a 
mahram, and wear the Islamic hijab. Separately, the 

DfA state that women do not need a mahram when 
travelling in the city.

The Provincial Governor in Badakhshan Province 
verbally informs that women are banned from 
participating in all meetings in DfA premises. 

The DoPVPV in Lashkargah, Hilmand verbally 
inform that they will visit NGO offices to observe 

workplaces and ensure offices are gender-
segregated and that women are accompanied by 

a mahram. 

The DoPVPV in Kandahar Province verbally 
reinforce the hijab and mahram decrees in a press 
conference with local journalists. The Head of 
Department further states that all taxi and rickshaw 
drivers should not transport women without a 
mahram or relative, and that they will face harsh 
punishment if they do so. He also states that 
women should not sit in the front seat. 

The DoPVPV in Herat Province visit a transit center 
and make several ‘recommendations’ regarding 

the wearing of the ‘proper hijab’ by female staff and 
beneficiaries, as well as gender-segregated office 
space. They state that these are only suggestions 
and that there will be no consequences in case of 

non-compliance, but that they should be respected 
nonetheless and that further monitoring visits will 

take place.

The MoPVPV issue a written directive requiring that 
women wear an extended form of ‘hijab’ in public, 
covering their hair as well as the rest of their body, 
except for their eyes, and stating that the ‘burka’ 
is the ideal garment in this regard. The decree 
also outlines a set of punitive measures for male 
relatives of women found to be in violation of these 
rules, including potential arrest and punishment 
according to sharia courts. The MoPVPV inform that 
the directive will be enforced by Ministry officials, as 
well as police and GDI officers.  

Citing the earlier edict from the MoPVPV that 
women must be accompanied by a mahram 

when travelling beyond 72 km (by air or land), the 
Department of Transport and Civil Aviation issue 

a written directive instructing travel agencies 
and airlines to demand proof of the presence of a 

mahram for the full length of the trip.

The Badghis DoPVPV issues a written directive 
threatening humanitarian organizations with 

violence if they do not: a) abide by the mahram 
requirement and wear the Islamic hijab; b) give 
permission to local DoPVPV inspectors to visit 
and monitor their workplaces to ensure office 

space is gender-segregated; and c) ensure that 
no photos are taken of women during household 
surveys and assessments. Following intervention 

from humanitarian leadership, the Provincial 
Governor agreed that the DfA would not interfere in 

humanitarian activities so long as national female 
staff wear the hijab and have a mahram when 

traveling beyond 72 km. He further stated that no 
mahram is required for women when travelling inside 

the city.
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The Provincial Governor in Ghazni calls upon 
religious scholars to use the media (radio 
channels) to promote that women stay at home, 
avoid unnecessary trips outside, and deny living a 
western-style life.

In a meeting with line departments and NGOs 
the DoEc in Herat Province verbally informs that 

they will be visiting NGO premises twice a week to 
monitor the wearing of the hihab.

The DoPVPV in Nimroz Province visit an office and 
ask for a staffing list to check whether they are 
obeying sharia rules. 

The DoPVPV in Kandahar Province verbally order 
all rickshaw and taxi drivers not to transport woman 
without a mahram, threatening harsh punishment 
if they fail to comply. Female humanitarian workers 
and beneficiaries are further instructed that they 
must be accompanied by a mahram, with District 
Governors verbally advising NGOs their activities 
will be suspended if staff do not comply, and noting 
that the instruction will be gradually rolled out 
across all five provinces in the southern region.    

The DfA in Sayaad district, Sar-e-Pul Province 
show a letter to humanitarian organizations which 

states that health partners operating in the local 
clinic must: i) observe the Islamic dress code with 

immediate effect; ii) have separate offices and 
workstations for men and women; and iii) refuse 
female patients not wearing the hijab access to 

the clinic and/or prohibiting health workers from 
tending to them. The written instruction further 
states that women are not allowed to enter line 

departments/ministries and that NGO operations 
may be suspended if they are not properly dressed.

The DoRR in Farah Province verbally inform 
humanitarian organizations that they have received 
an instruction from MoRR that no national female 
aid workers or female staff working for DfA 
entities can conduct field visits without a mahram. 
Separately, the DoRR in Farah advise that they don’t 
have an issue with female staff supporting response 
activities without one, but that they have to adhere 
with existing instructions. 

The Department of Higher Education verbally 
inform that following the announcement from the 
Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan that middle and high 
schools will remain closed for girls, this restriction 
also applies to schools in the central region.

The MoPVPV issue a written directive announcing 
that specific days will be assigned for when women 
can visit recreational parks and that they must 
observe Islamic hijab when doing so. 

The DoEc in Kunduz Province verbally informs 
that women are banned from participating in all 
meetings taking place in DfA premises.
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Annex II: Geographic Distribution of Directives Affecting Female Participation, Restrictions on Female Humanitarian 
Workers and Overall Access Severity

Directives & Instructions Issued Affecting Female Participation in the Humanitarian Response Restrictions on Female Humanitarian Workers and Overall Access Severity
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