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 Background 
The objective of the Ayenda Conference was to ensure Afghan civil society was facilitated and supported from an international 
platform to better engage with the new Afghan government and its international partners on key development priorities and 
deliverables.  
The conference was the culmination of a series of activities, including: 

 The selection of Afghan civil society delegates, through a provincial election process organised by the Civil Society Joint 
Working Group (CSJWG) and observed by representatives of BAAG, Afghan Independent Human Rights Commission and 
UN Assistance Mission Afghanistan.  

 The development and dissemination of position papers and other recommendation documents, by Afghan and 
international civil society organisations and networks and a synthesis of these 

 Workshops in Kabul and London to select advocacy priorities and refine messaging.  
 
The selection of Afghan civil society delegates resulted in 54 being elected by the CSJWG and 7 by the Agency Coordinating Body 
for Afghan Relief & Development (ACBAR).  These represented a wide cross section of organisations, thematic expertise and 
provincial coverage.  Of the 61 who applied for UK visas, 57 were granted these and able to travel to London.  
 
The Ayenda Conference structure and participants. 
The final agenda for the conference was as follows: 
 
1410 - 1440 Opening session 

Welcome 

Jenny Humphreys, Programme Coordinator, British & Irish Agencies Afghanistan Group (BAAG)  

Keynote speaker 

Jawed Nader, Director, British & Irish Agencies Afghanistan Group (BAAG) 

1440 – 1550 Session One 

Panel discussion followed by Q&A: Mechanisms for the Future (Good governance, economic 

development and service delivery) 

Chair: Michael Keating, Senior Consulting Fellow, Chatham House 

- Fahim Naim, Free & Fair Election Foundation of Afghanistan  

- Chelsea Purvis, International Rescue Committee 

- Baryalai Omerzai, Afghan Community Rehabilitation Unit 

- Rt Hon Desmond Swayne MP, Minister of State, Department for International Development, UK (tbd) 

- Mr Shafiq Ahmad Qarizada, Ministry of Finance, Government of Afghanistan 

1550 - 1605 Refreshment break 

1605 - 1615 Screening of the BAAG video 

1615-1730 Session Two 

Panel discussion followed by Q&A: People for the Future (Women, Youth and Civil Society) 

Chair: Dr Stuart Gordon, Assistant Professor, London School of Economics   

- Frozan Mashal, Public Awareness Time Hour Organisation 

- Azaryoun Matin, Human Rights Focus Organisation 

- Abdul Wadood Pedram, Human Rights & Eradication of Violence Organisation 

- Catherine M. Russell, United States Ambassador at Large for Global Women’s Issues (tbd) 

- Baroness Northover, Permanent Under Secretary of State, Department for International Development, 

UK 

- H.E Professor Hussun Banu Ghazanfar, Acting Minister of Women’s Affairs, Government of Afghanistan 

1730-1810 Statement session 

Chair: Lyse Doucet (BBC) 

- Afghan civil society statement by Ms Freshta Karimi & Mr Barry Salaam 
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- Responses by Rt Hon Justine Greening MP, UK Secretary of State for International Development 
and H.E Dr Abdullah Abdullah, Chief Executive Officer for  Afghanistan 

- Q&A discussion with the audience 

1810 -1820 Closing remarks 

Elizabeth Winter, Senior Adviser Policy & Advocacy, BAAG 

 
Approximately 250 people attended the Ayenda Conference on 3

rd
 December.  These included the 57 Afghan civil society 

delegates, with the following groups in addition: 

 London Conference country delegations, plus representatives from UNAMA, NATO and UN agencies 

 Academics and think-tank researchers and specialists 

 British, European, American and Japanese INGOs and INGO networks  

 Representatives of DFID and FCO  

 Afghan diaspora 

 Afghan, British and international media  
 
 
Summary of Panel Discussions and responses to questions from the audience  
 
Mechanisms for the Future (good governance, economic development and service delivery) addressed the expectations now 
placed on the Government of Afghanistan and the international community: that there will be reforms that strengthen 
democratic institutions, that both men and women will be included in decision making and employed in institutions, with 
transparent governance and merit based appointments, the tackling of poverty, corruption and the removal of the culture of 
impunity.  Support will be needed for civil society in its oversight role, for which effective systems of engagement should be 
developed, and civil society should bring solutions as well as problems. While there have been real improvements in service 
delivery better quality basic services are needed if the health, education and welfare of the population are to be safeguarded.  
Investment in economic development, with larger scale projects and robust frameworks, will be required to develop a licit and 
sustainable economy. 
 
People for the Future (women, youth and civil society) addressed the value in people; there is untapped potential in both Afghan 
women, and the youth of the country.  Both groups should play a full role in society, with access to quality education, to 
vocational training and job opportunities, if peace, justice and sustainable development are to be achieved. Civil society 
development has been impressive; it is well organized and making a difference, and could now benefit from co-ordination, 
recognition and long term international support. The expectation is that both the Government of Afghanistan and the 
international community will meet the commitments they have signed up to.  The Afghan Government have promised there will 
be four women in the new Cabinet and more shelters will be opened with the help of civil society.  The continuing support of 
HMG was reaffirmed at the Oslo meeting where the First Lady of Afghanistan advised Afghan women ‘It is your future, shape it 
or someone else will’. 
 
In the final session the necessity for the role of civil society to be recognised and respected, for women to be accepted in 
positions of authority and leadership and for the strengthening of democratic institutions were stressed.  The Secretary of State 
explained that her intention had been to give civil society platform; she is personally committed to civil society and women’s 
rights are a top priority for her.  It is necessary for women’s rights to go hand in hand with development. The CEO of Afghanistan 
pledged reform across the board with Cabinet appointments based on merit.  He described civil society as a powerful force for 
change having taken root after 13 years, and as a ray of hope for the future as a partner for the new Afghan government.  
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Outcome of the Conference 
 
The main objectives were fully met and exceeded the expectations of the Afghan civil society delegates. Some of their feedback 
is quoted below: 
 
This was ‘the best civil society conference on development (in Afghanistan) ever’.  
 
This was a very important platform to raise Afghan voices’ and for ‘consolidating the role of civil society’ 
 
It was a well-organized conference with good speeches and a good choice of civil society representatives 
 
‘Thanks to BAAG for bringing  Afghans from all provinces’. 
 
Dr Abdullah’s presence and engagement with civil society was ‘a great success’ 
 
It has been great to have Government presence talking about civil society – this is ‘a big achievement’ 
 
 
Breakfast Round-table with the Secretary of State and the CEO of Afghanistan, 4

th
 December. 

 
Attended by 10 Afghan civil society delegates, 5 international NGO representatives and the heads of delegation of various donor 
countries, plus a small group of British and international media. 
 
The Secretary of State referred to the Ayenda conference as ‘a fantastic event’ and Dr Abdullah to the ‘beating heart of hope 
you have’. Freshta Karimi and Barry Salaam raised issues that were important to them; their appreciation for Dr Abdullah’s 
support and their willingness to work with the Government, the lack of a specific law against torture and rare prosecution of 
perpetrators, the need to safeguard freedom of speech and the media, and to provide special facilities and education for the 
disabled.  They argued for the need to support civil society and give its members due respect for the expertise they have. Justine 
Greening saw 
 civil society as a bridge between the people and the government.   
 
Hasina Safi of AWN (Afghan Women’s Network) and the Director of GAPS UK (Gender Action for Peace & Security) presented 
reflections from the Oslo Symposium for Advancing Women’s Rights and Empowerment in Afghanistan on November 23

rd
.  Ms 

Safi also referred to the positive nature of the Ayenda event. She requested no new initiatives from the government but 
responses to the well-known lessons learned; to ensure participation of women in decisions, the implementation of article 1325 
and all laws, core funding for civil society networks and protection for human rights defenders.  
 
Dr Abdullah said budgeting was important and care for IDPs. He advised members of civil society to broaden their interaction 
with people, including those who have different views about their programes and intentions, which have sometimesbeen 
problematic when perceived as foreign. Justine Greening recommended they never lose sight of the common ground and to 
make a distinction between advocacy and pushing too hard.  
 
The EU/EC Representative expressed profound appreciation for both national and international civil society actors and their 
promotion of development under difficult circumstances. He gave assurances that they would forge the right balance between 
programmes implemented by CSOs and building the capacity of the government to deliver them. They will be conducting a 
consultation process with CSOs and other donors as they prepare the road map for EU engagement with civil society.  
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The final matter was raised by Aziz Rafiee, concerning  the wording of the communique which might imply control in relation to 
civil society. He suggested including freedom of expression and the independence of civil society. Dr Abdullah suggested this was 
discussed with Ambassador Saikal but cautioned that if the government is to be accountable and transparent it would be odd if 
civil society were not, but he agreed that there would be no control of civil society. 
 
Annex – civil society statements from the London Conference on Afghanistan. 
 
Freshta Karimi: 
Ministers your excellencies, ladies and gentlemen 
We are very pleased that the British government and Afghan Government have reaffirmed their commitment to the important 
independent and complementary role that civil society has been playing and will continue to play. 
Over the past thirteen years the government and civil society of Afghanistan, with the generous and continuous support of the 
international community, have accomplished a great deal. 
Education and health care services for all Afghans have improved. We are especially proud of the fact that in many cases, 
women students are at the top of their classes. The number of professional staff within the judiciary system has been increased 
which directly affected court decisions. Civil Society has played an important and active role even outside the big cities to allow 
the Afghan citizens have access to justice by provision of legal aid, legal awareness, heath services, education and establish a link 
between the national and sub-national communities. 
Excellencies: 
Security and corruption is still a big issue in the country which has affected the entire system in the country and lack of access to 
rural areas both by government and civil society to provide the basic services. Lack of access to justice is another serious 
impediment for everyone as limited legal aid services, inability to access district or provincial courts. 
The Afghan government must work to ensure the implementation of Presidential Decree 45, which mandates that all inactive 
courts be activated and fully staffed with professionals, in particularly women professionals. Civil society supports the words of 
our new First Lady shared at the Oslo Conference - that we all have a collective responsibility to let Afghan women know that 
they are and should be productive members of their society and being a women’s rights activist is not only about defending the 
rights of women but also very much about defending those of all human beings. 
We say in Dari, ‘Qatra, qatra, daria mashay’, meaning that drop by drop a river is made. But it is now time for a more sincerely 
committed government to act in partnership with Civil Society, (And we welcome Dr. Abdullah’s public commitments to this), to 
speed up the process, and to achieve lasting changes. 
Government should support human rights, the provision of education and employment opportunities especially for young 
people, the wellbeing of refugees and IDPs to society. How do you think your government and the rest of the international 
community can make and support these changes? 
Once again I would like to emphasise that in the last decade we have achieved a lot, but there is still a long way to go to bring 
more changes and we must say that nothing would happened if there was no support from the international community (we 
would welcome your reassurance that this will continue both for the Afghan Government and for Civil Society. 
 
Barry Salaam: 
Honourable Heads of State, Ministers, Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen: 
The last decade has proved that democracy is the only way for Afghans to reunite and coexist with each other. Today, our young 
generation is breaking traditional bonds to form new civil and political movements, centered on democratic values. That is what 
defines the new Afghan society, and that is why we cannot compromise our democracy. 
We strongly support the peace process but we are against any political concessions that would give terrorists more reason to 
continue their violence. 
The signing of the bilateral security agreements with the US and NATO signifies a new dawn of mutual trust and cooperation. 
We are grateful; but we need better reinforcement of our security forces and decisive international action to stop cross-border 
infiltration. 
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Ladies and Gentlemen: 
Afghans are looking at the new unity government with great hope. The momentum for change and reform has been created. But 
will now require strong political will and fearless action. 
In many courts, money and power decide who is innocent or guilty. So, justice should first be served by freeing our justice sector 
from corruption and political interference. Only then can we start to fight corruption in other sectors. 
Bribery is now so endemic it is no longer seen as shameful. Government positions are bought and sold. Gross human rights 
violators may get arrested but then go unpunished because of political connections. 
We need the rule of law, and for that, our politicians MUST stop supporting and harbouring corrupt officials and abusers of 
human rights. 
Economic growth is the key to rooting out the underlying causes of the insurgency and human insecurity. A few days ago, 
security forces arrested a man, who planted a bomb in exchange for only 6 dollars. 
As NATO forces leave, the percentage of international partners’ military funding reallocated to civilian projects should increase. 
Afghanistan has the potential to become economically self-sufficient. 
But we need international investment and guidance to unleash our potential in mining, develop our infrastructure, and to serve 
as a regional economic hub. 
So, once again, we call for long-term financial and strategic support from the international community while it monitors the 
progress on reforms. 
Ladies and Gentlemen: 
Over the last decade, a new generation of women and men has emerged. They are highly educated and dedicated. They are in 
media, in private sector, in civil society, and in government. They are the force for change, and with your support over the next 
decade, they will be empowered to lead Afghanistan towards a brighter future – a future we all can be proud of. 

 


