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PRESENTATION OF SEMINAR 
 
 

One year after the fall of the Talibans, what space do women occupy in the sociopolitical 
reconstruction of Afghanistan? What challenges do they face? What are their expectations? How can the 
groundwork be laid for sustainable social development based on gender equality and respect for women’s 
rights? 
 
These questions were central to the seminar “Building the Future with Women: The Challenges of 
Reconstruction in Afghanistan” held 23–25 October 2002 in Montreal, organised by SUCO (Solidarity 
Union Cooperation) and DEVELOPMENT and PEACE. The event sought to bring together an 
experienced group of Afghan and Canadian development professionals in an effort to strengthen the 
participation of Afghan women in the reconstruction of their country, on the one hand, and to improve the 
effectiveness of Canadian aid to Afghan women, on the other. 
 
Seven Afghan women working in Afghanistan and Pakistan to improve the living conditions of women in 
their country spoke of the changes affecting women in Afghanistan since the fall of the Taliban regime 
and in the current context of reconstruction. They also discussed their courageous work with several 
Afghan women’s NGOs. 
 
This seminar came in the context of initiatives to mobilize the international community around the ongoing 
process of democratization in Afghanistan and seeking to promote women’s full-fledged participation in 
this process — such as the Afghan Women’s Summit for Democracy held in Brussels in December 2001. 
 
The seminar began with an evening public forum on October 23 whose purpose was to sensitize the 
Canadian public to the situation of Afghan women in the context of reconstruction and the importance of 
Canadian aid to these women and the civilian population at large. 
 
This evening was followed by two days of meetings reserved for international cooperation professionals 
(24–25 October 2002). On October 24, the Afghan guest speakers presented an overview of the status of 
women in Afghanistan and of women refugees in the adjacent countries, and discussed the current 
process of reconstruction. At a roundtable on October 25, the participants debated Canada’s contribution 
to humanitarian aid and sustainable social development from the standpoint of gender equality in 
Afghanistan. 
 
The debates aimed to draw on the perspectives of the seven Afghan guest speakers in order to reinforce 
cooperation among Canadian NGOs, international cooperation organizations (ICO), and other 
international development entities working alongside women in Afghanistan, so as to render their actions 
more effective. The seminar was also intended to help Canadians design projects in support of Afghan 
women that are more appropriate and better adapted to the needs of these women and their 
organizations. 
 
Finally, the discussions led to a set of recommendations or guidelines aiming to strengthen the action of 
the international community, the Canadian government, and NGOs in Afghanistan. These 
recommendations are presented in this report. 
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PRINCIPAL MESSAGES OF THE SEMINAR 

 
 
One year after the wave of hope that aroused the enthusiasm of both Afghans and Westerners, the 
situation evoked by the participants in the seminar “Building the Future with Women: The Challenges of 
Reconstruction in Afghanistan” shows the extent of the catastrophe that has beset this country during 23 
years of uninterrupted conflict. The Afghan refugees currently returning to their country in the hundreds of 
thousands are hoping to leave behind forever the terrible living conditions of the camps (2). Yet the fall of 
the Taliban regime and the instatement of a transition government in anticipation of the democratic 
elections planned for 2004 have not succeeded in resolving an extremely worrisome humanitarian, social, 
and political situation of which women are the main victims (1). Within Afghanistan, public security is 
precarious at best and is hindering women in their efforts to participate in public life and reconstruction 
(3). Both Islam and Afghan culture are still too commonly invoked in justification of abuses committed 
against women and to deny the very existence of their human rights (4). Finally, international aid to 
Afghanistan raises many issues and still does not go far enough in promoting gender equality and 
women’s democratic participation in the reconstruction (5). 

 
 
1. Afghan women’s human needs are still pressing and their basic rights are far from being 

accepted in cultural, political, and social life 
 
 

Initially, the end of the Taliban regime gave hope to Afghan women. They could now expect to see 
their girl children be allowed back into the schools, and a Ministry of the Status of Women was created to 
give women a voice on the new political scene. But they are still awaiting political reforms along with 
substantial aid from the international community, without which they are unable to fill their most essential 
human needs and obtain full recognition of their civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights. They 
are still living under the pall of a patriarchal culture infused with religious conservatism, in the name of 
which they are oppressed and often made victims of terrible injustices. Rape, crimes of honour, forced 
marriages, trafficking in women, enslavement of women and girls, domestic violence, and other crimes, 
are still widespread. The multiple restrictions and deprivations imposed on women by the weight of 
tradition and the scarcity of resources continue to make their daily lives extremely difficult. The fear of 
oppression persists; Afghan women still feel isolated and powerless to overcome their suffering, which 
has been exacerbated by two decades of war and conflict. 
 
 
a. Rural areas: It is important to mention the concern of our guest speakers for the living conditions of 
their sisters living in rural areas, where the great majority of the population lives. So far, the most 
significant changes for women have occurred in the capital and other cities. In rural areas, both the 
sedentary and nomadic populations have been further weakened by the four years of drought from which 
Afghanistan is just now emerging. In many provinces, poppy production has resumed in the last year and 
local commanders have again taken up armed conflict in their attempt to control territory. This context 
complicates matters for women who are attempting to break free of the old mentalities and customs to 
which they are subjugated. It also complicates the work of NGOs attempting to help women in the villages 
at a time when they are undoubtedly among the most destitute and least well equipped to lay the 
groundwork for their own human development and that of their communities. In short, it is important to 
keep in mind that women’s needs in terms of education, health care, income generation, and participation 
in public life are even more pressing in the Afghan countryside. 
 
 
b. Education: Despite the official reopening of schools to girls on March 8th, 2002 and the numerous 
programs for literacy and education, both formal and informal, offered to women by a large number of 
Afghan and International NGOs in Kabul and other localities, the seminar participants were unanimous as 
to the magnitude of Afghan women’s educational needs. The impact on women’s and children’s general 
levels of education caused by two decades of war and seven years of Taliban-imposed reclusion is very 
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serious. Both basic health and hygiene awareness as well as more specialized knowledge and 
professional training have suffered, as have women’s knowledge and awareness of their human rights. 
For most Afghan women, access to education remains difficult or limited where it is not condemned 
outright by extremist groups, who do not hesitate to burn down girls’ schools or assault women attempting 
to attend classes. These acts of violence and intimidation are such as to discourage even the most 
resolute women. Educational materials are lacking, while instruction manuals are obsolete and pervaded 
with the culture of war. According to the guest speakers, formal education for women should be 
accompanied by diverse income-generating activities as well as awareness workshops on women’s rights 
and the importance of their role in the reconstruction. Women’s education is an essential means of 
changing mentalities in any developing society, and one can hardly conceive of building sustainable 
peace for all sectors of society if women do not have access to the education they deserve. 
 
 
c. Health care: The seminar participants reiterated that Afghan women are still suffering from a cruel lack 
of access to quality health services and to care tailored to the specific needs of women, such as 
reproductive health care. In the absence of education and economic alternatives, the weight of custom 
forces women to marry very young, have many children, and go to the doctor only as a last resort. Many 
have little or no basic knowledge of hygiene for themselves and their families. Many have experienced 
physical violence and psychological trauma during the two decades of war. Precarious living conditions 
and poverty are further factors affecting the women abandoned to their fate. In sum, there are vast needs 
to be filled in the area of health care. 
 
 
d. Economic issues: Few Afghan women hold a job that would give them the financial autonomy to meet 
their own needs while taking part in the economic and social life of their country. This phenomenon is due 
to cultural imperatives that keep women at home caring for their family, as well as a generalized lack of 
education for women. A further explanation lies in the sluggish economic revival and the high 
unemployment rate, which also affect men. As a result, Afghan women seeking an income-generating 
activity are still highly dependent on jobs generated by international aid. In particular, thousands of 
widows are in a situation of extreme economic distress after two decades of conflict in which they have 
lost their husbands and/or children. The drought of the last four years exacerbates these problems. 
 
 
e. Political and social issues: Women’s social and political rights do not appear to be any better 
recognized by the current authorities than during the Taliban era. The speakers deplored the fact that in 
today’s Afghanistan, the democratic deficit is such that the warlords have free rein to define their own 
political agendas. Women continue to be systematically excluded from public life even though many of 
those who did have access to education are asking for no more than the opportunity to show that they 
can make a useful contribution to public affairs. The seminar clearly highlighted the need for Afghan 
women and their representatives to be backed by the international community in their struggle for 
constitutional and moral recognition of their civil and political rights. 
 
 
2. Both in exile and on return, Afghan women refugees remain among the most vulnerable 
 
 
 
a. In exile: Over the last two decades, Afghan refugees have come to constitute the world’s largest 
refugee population. After September 11th, 2001, an additional 300,000 refugees swelled their ranks, 65% 
of them women and children. These official figures ignore the “invisible refugees” staying outside the 
UNHCR-sponsored camps, on the periphery of large urban centres and in neighbouring countries, who 
live under even more deplorable conditions of subsistence. Afghan refugees have very limited rights in 
their countries of asylum. Women in particular, who have in many cases been separated from their 
husbands and sons, are the chief victims of promiscuity, a prevailing climate of instability, and recurrent 
incidents of violence in the camps. Furthermore, they suffer from inadequate conditions of hygiene and 
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lack of access to specialized health services. For these reasons, the speakers stressed that it is still 
essential to maintain humanitarian aid to women and children refugees from Afghanistan. 

 
 

b. On return: At a time when Pakistan, Iran, and certain Western host countries are blindly encouraging 
refugees to return or even dismantling the camps, the whole world needs to be told that Afghanistan is not 
yet able to deal with a return en masse. Ongoing international aid efforts are paltry; so far, no serious 
assistance has been provided for people attempting to reintegrate into the economic and social life of 
Afghanistan. The reconstruction, still too fragile, offers practically no benefits to these people. A large 
percentage of the returning refugees go to Kabul, vainly hoping to find support, housing, and jobs, 
whereas the majority of them originally came from other parts of the country. But services for them are 
desperately lacking, as they are for the people who remained in the city during the conflict and for the 
thousands who went into internal exile. In the absence of preliminary aid for returnees and bona fide 
reintegration programs, many returning refugee families have given up and gone back to their countries of 
exile, considering safety and living conditions to be better in the refugee camps than in their home 
country. In such a context, women are, as usual, among the most vulnerable segments of the population. 
 
 
3. Lack of security is seriously hindering Afghan women’s participation in the reconstruction 
 
 

Among the many obstacles discussed at the seminar, the reigning climate of insecurity was seen as 
the main hindrance to a smooth reconstruction process and to women’s participation in it. 
 
 
a. Public security: The important point stressed by the seminar participants is that the Karzai 
government has limited legitimacy in the eyes of the Afghan population and little authority outside the 
capital. Regional governors impose their own law in constant defiance of the central powers, social 
progress, and the security of those, whether Afghans or foreigners, who attempt to advocate it. The 
situation is somewhat different in Kabul where the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) appears 
to be able to keep order. All the speakers felt that such protection would be beneficial if extended 
throughout the country. But the prevailing national situation still consists of inter-ethnic settling of scores 
in which women are kidnapped, drug trafficking and corruption, and legal impunity for major criminals and 
anyone who chooses to ignore respect for life and human dignity. Some of the speakers felt, furthermore, 
that the American military presence in Afghanistan seems to be contributing to the chaos more than it is 
yielding conclusive results in the fight against terrorism. They feel that it is becoming urgent for stability to 
be brought to the country by a national army, backed by a civilian police force and international 
peacekeepers. If security in the country is to be improved, greater efforts must be devoted to 
minesweeping, disarmament of civilians and factions, and reintegration of soldiers into economic and 
social life. 
  
  
b. Lack of security for women: On the whole, the prevailing climate of insecurity is having the effect of 
excluding Afghan women from the reconstruction process. Several drastic decrees from the Taliban era 
are still in force in the provinces while extremist movements are regaining popularity, particularly in the 
south. No one believes that the mentalities that gave rise to the singular oppression of Afghan women in 
recent decades have disappeared in one year. Women still sense that they are running real risks of 
violence or injustice if they take too public a stand. They do not feel protected by the elected members of 
the Loya Jirga. The Human Rights Commission headed by Ms. Samar apparently lacks resources and 
has found no echo in the provinces. The same is true for the Ministry of the Status of Women in Kabul. In 
the midst of this instability, women’s movements continue to operate out of Pakistan, and are 
experiencing difficulties in openly carrying out their capacity building programs in Afghanistan. For these 
reasons, Afghan women are calling on the international community to help sway their political leaders 
toward promoting democracy and consolidating peace, failing which they women remain prisoners of their 
current living conditions. 
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4. The Koran and Afghan culture and traditions cannot justify abuses against women nor excuse 
the denial of their human rights 

 
 

For all the seminar participants, culture and religion cannot and must not be used to justify 
discrimination against women in Afghanistan, as has systematically been done in the past. However, 
vigorous debate persists as to the type of state that the country should adopt in order to reconcile respect 
for collective Afghan values while assuring women’s basic human rights. 
 
 
a. Women and Islam: In Afghanistan as in other Islamic countries, the main detractors of social progress 
systematically invoke Islam to justify gender inequality. But as the seminar participants unanimously 
agreed, nowhere does the Koran promote gender inequity as it has been imposed in Afghanistan; only 
the fundamentalists’ abusive interpretations of the Text enable one to reach this conclusion. That has 
been the case in Afghanistan for several decades, during which time most of the political formations have 
made the status of women a standard part of their propaganda. But it was shown at the seminar that in 
many Islamic countries, the same religion has given rise to interpretations more favourable to social 
change and the progressive recognition of women’s rights. Afghan officials could model constitutional and 
legislative reforms on these cases as they move toward a genuine process of reconstruction. 
 
 
b. Afghan women, tradition and culture: In speaking and writing against advances for women in 
Afghan society, conservative commentators often invoke tradition and culture as immutable factors. Some 
do this knowingly, for political reasons, bending the sociolegal concept of cultural relativity to their own 
purposes, i.e., to keep women subjugated. Others appear simply unable to grasp that culture is not a 
static phenomenon determining customs forever more, but a continually evolving social construct forged 
by all members of society. Hence, as mentioned at the seminar, the importance for Afghan women of 
building their own interpretation of their culture, one that reflects their priorities as women. This will allow 
them to raise other women’s awareness to their rights and to work with men on changing mentalities. 
 
 
c. Secularization of the Afghan state? For some of the seminar participants, the only way to prevent 
sex discrimination in the face of self-serving arguments based on religion and culture would be to institute 
a secular state in Afghanistan, without which any democracy would be incomplete. A secular state, which 
does indeed exist in certain Islamic countries, is one in which a distinction is maintained between the 
spheres of politics and religion, there is a separation between executive, legislative, and judicial powers, 
and the rule of law is established. For the advocates of secularization in Afghanistan, equitable 
development in the country depends on this process. Its goal, they maintain, would not be to attack the 
foundations of Islam, as some suggest, but to put an end to religious fundamentalism in politics. Only 
such a state would be able to recognize the supremacy and universality of human rights and gender 
equality. But there was no consensus among the seminar participants as to the place of religion in the 
country’s political affairs, and this absence of consensus undoubtedly reflects the complexity of the 
debate. Some participants felt that secularization is simply unfeasible given the abiding religious and 
cultural beliefs of the population. Several speakers also expressed concerns about the westernization of 
Afghan culture that might result from such a political development and, in particular, the risk that Western 
culture might supplant and pervert Afghan consensual values. In any event, this is an important debate for 
Afghans themselves to resolve. In doing so, they can draw inspiration from what other Islamic societies 
have managed to achieve in terms of improving the status of their female members and the population in 
general. 
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5. International aid to Afghanistan raises numerous challenges; it does not sufficiently promote 

gender equality or women’s democratic participation in the reconstruction 
 

The seminar participants expressed various concerns about the current status of international aid to 
Afghanistan, its impact on the country’s sustainable development, and the role of women in 
reconstruction. Together, the participants reflected on the importance of gender and development policies 
and the most appropriate ways to improve their implementation in Afghanistan. 
 
 
a. Insufficient international development aid: In its current form, development aid poses several 
problems and challenges to the international community and to Afghan citizens. To begin with, the 
population is generally disappointed at the broken promises of the donor states which committed funding 
at the International Conference for Reconstruction Assistance to Afghanistan of January 2002, as well as 
the vain hopes created by some aid agencies and NGOs. In large measure, the Afghan people blame the 
transition government for the democratic deficit, the continuing corruption, and its lack of will to come to 
terms with the warlords. But they can also see that the international community is a cause of 
inconsistency and sluggishness in the reconstruction process. It prefers direct aid to the Karzai 
government — which lacks the democratic legitimacy and structures to administer this money — over 
greater support to the organizations of civil society. According to the seminar participants, funding 
agencies have been irresponsible by failing to reing in certain acts of the interim authority that interfere 
with peacemaking and harm the population. They have also failed to make their aid conditional on proper 
administration of the funds (transparency, accountability, etc). Moreover the militarization of humanitarian 
aid in Afghanistan poses serious problems, clearly violating as it does the basic principles of international 
humanitarian law. It is deplorable that the bulk of international aid remains in the Kabul area, leaving little 
to spare for the rural areas. Furthermore, humanitarian aid operations often go into effect with little 
consideration of medium- and long-term development possibilities. The approach adopted is often charity-
oriented, depriving Afghans of strategies focused on strengthening their autonomy and empowering them 
to take charge of their own development. The humanitarian urgency of the situation is still front and 
centre, and the financial commitments of the funding agencies too short-term to make any significant 
contribution to sustainable development. Yet while it is important to continue to answer the basic needs of 
the Afghan population, it is equally fundamental to work on a deeper level with grassroots NGOs to 
change mentalities, behaviours, and laws in order to make durable improvements in the living conditions 
of Afghan men and women. Another deficiency of the international aid system is the level of coordination 
among the various domestic and international aid agencies, including Canadian agencies, which is 
improving to some extent but remains far from adequate. Finally, the participants observed that 
international NGOs in general should do more to share their knowledge and expertise with the members 
of Afghan civil society, in particular the women’s organizations. 
 
 
b. Gender and development in the reconstruction process: Because they have suffered so much 
discrimination over the years, particularly during the Taliban era, Afghan women are still largely perceived 
by the international community as passive victims. This perception leads international development 
agencies to err by failing to assign sufficient importance to women as essential drivers of social change. 
The exemplary work of the guest speakers at the conference offers the best example of the potential of 
Afghan women for mobilization, leadership, and effectiveness in the service of society. This work consists 
of offering various types of assistance to people, and particularly the most disadvantaged women, while 
making them aware of their options and rights. Instead of remaining dependent on hypothetical reforms 
trickling down from patriarchal authorities, who are often ignorant of the needs and rights of Afghan 
minorities, these women strive to be spokespeople for disadvantaged groups, to increase their level of 
education and financial autonomy, to strengthen the spirit of solidarity and initiative among women, and to 
give them the tools to organize and defend their interests on the community level, so that they can make 
social changes at the grassroots that benefit the greatest number. They are attempting to develop 
strategies (training workshops and discussion forums) for everyone, since the benefits of gender equality 
and an egalitarian society need to be instilled in both women and men. It is essential to take greater 
advantage of women’s local complementary expertise by directly supporting their organizations and the 
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exchange of information among them, by consulting them more extensively on the development and 
realization of humanitarian aid and development programs, and by recruiting them in greater numbers to 
work in aid agencies and national and international governance bodies. By helping them to carry out their 
programs, and by enabling them to develop their aptitudes to lobby for projects and policies favourable to 
human progress and peace consolidation, we will more effectively support their participation in the 
political, economic, and social life of the country. To date, the reconstruction process supported by 
international aid lacks bona fide methodologies based on gender equality. Policies aiming to promote 
gender equity in decision-making bodies at the governmental, UN, and non-governmental levels are often 
applied perfunctorily, indicating a lack of authentic will to change things beyond political lip service and 
cosmetic gestures. The “gender and development” perspective must be cross-cutting, affecting all 
domains of political life and all levels of administration, if it is to result in innovative gender-specific 
approaches that can offer alternative solutions to the main development problems of Afghanistan. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS AND GUIDELINES 

EMERGING FROM THE SEMINAR 
 
 
 The discussions of 24–25 October 2002 led to a set of recommendations or guidelines aiming to 
reinforce the actions of the international community, the Government of Canada, and domestic and 
international NGOs in Afghanistan. 
 
 
1. Strengthening National Security 
 
 
It is imperative for the Afghan government, with the help of the international community and Canada in 
particular, to immediately and durably establish a climate of security, failing which the reconstruction of 
Afghanistan is bound to fail. 
 
To achieve this, the international community should: 

• stop supporting the warlords by any means, whether direct or indirect; 
• maintain the presence of the ISAF until such time as the country has an effective national army 

and civilian police force that are capable of maintaining order and security without outside help; 
• expand the mandate of the ISAF outside Kabul to cover the entire country without delay; 
• step up support for disarmament and demobilization of civilians and factions, and promote the 

economic and social reintegration of ex-soldiers; 
• increase support for minesweeping operations throughout the country; 
• take action to bring Afghan war criminals to international justice, insofar as the internal situation in 

the country makes it impossible to prosecute them before Afghan courts. 
 
 
2. International Aid for the Reconstruction Process 
 
 
It is fundamental that the international community make good on the financial commitments it undertook 
at the Tokyo conference of January 2002 and that the donor countries, Canada included, undertake to 
renew their long-term aid to Afghanistan. 
 
The United Nations and the donor countries, including Canada, should: 

• maintain their aid to the Afghan transition government, on the condition that the latter effectively 
strengthen its accountability and good governance mechanisms; 

• imperatively support the development organizations of Afghan and international civil society in 
parallel with the support provided to the government; 

• maintain humanitarian aid to the Afghan people while immediately beginning to lay the 
groundwork for sustainable human development; 

• denounce the ongoing trend toward the militarization of humanitarian aid, which is contrary to the 
international humanitarian law principles of neutrality and impartiality; 

• oppose attempts to repatriate Afghan refugees against their will, including where such attempts 
are claimed to be “voluntary returns,” as well as any and all inducements to return until such time 
as Afghanistan can offer adequate conditions of return and reintegration for all citizens. 

 
Canada and the Canadian ICOs should also: 

• improve coordination mechanisms among international aid agencies; 
• enhance information exchange by building ties of communication between different national 

networks of Afghanistan aid agencies, including the creation of a Canadian network for this 
purpose; 
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• support organizational capacity building programs for Afghan NGOs and offer professional 
training for their female and male staff; 

• deploy more aid outside the capital region, particularly in rural areas; 
• support programs of national reconstruction, peace consolidation, and promotion of inter-ethnic 

and intercultural dialogue; 
• implement more projects focusing on future generations, aiming to meet not only the basic needs 

of youth but also their educational needs in relation to democracy, tolerance, and human rights. 
 
 
3. Promotion of Gender Equity and Equality  
 
 
It is essential for the international community, working alongside all Afghan citizens, to make every effort 
necessary to advance the cause of gender equity and equality in all domains of political, economic, social 
and cultural life. 
 
To achieve this, the United Nations and the donor countries, including Canada, should: 

• politically and financially support any reform aiming to meet the basic human needs of Afghan 
women, to give full recognition to their civil, political, economic, social, and cultural rights, and to 
guarantee the enjoyment thereof; 

• support lobbying by Afghan women’s organizations to put an end to slavery, prostitution, and 
trafficking in Afghan women, on the one hand, and to secure constitutional and moral recognition 
for their human rights, on the other; 

• make aid to the Afghan government conditional on respect for human rights and, in particular, on 
recognition of women’s rights by all the country’s national and provincial authorities; 

• support women’s effective participation in the reconstruction and in improving the status of 
women in public life; 

• include more women in coordination and decision-making processes relating to reconstruction 
and peace consolidation operations; 

• assist in bolstering the powers of the Afghan Ministry of the Status of Women and the Afghan 
Human Rights Commission and extending their mandates to the 32 provinces of the country; 

• assist in implementing the security conditions necessary for exiled Afghan women’s organizations 
to return to the country and pursue their activities without risk; 

• support the adoption of a gender-specific approach to security issues and implement the required 
policies, including hiring a larger number of women into the ISAF, the national army, and the 
civilian police force; 

• work constantly and in close collaboration with Afghan women to identify priorities and programs 
for women as well as other programs designed to promote gender equality; 

• verify that their own policies, programs and projects to promote gender equity in Afghanistan 
come to fruition and make a real contribution to improving relations between the sexes in the 
country. 

 
Canada and the Canadian ICOs should also: 

• provide maximum support for the initiatives of the Afghan government and civil society to secure 
the full participation of women in reconstruction and peace consolidation; 

• step up support to the Afghan women’s organizations working to improve living conditions for 
women and secure recognition for women’s rights; 

• provide support preferentially to Afghan organizations that adopt and incorporate a transversal 
gender-equity policy into their programs; 

• adopt and implement a transversal gender equality policy in their own organizations and in their 
humanitarian aid and development programs for Afghanistan; 

• systematically consult Afghan women when developing, implementing, and monitoring 
humanitarian aid and sustainable development programs; 

• hire more women to key management positions for humanitarian aid and development programs; 
• help consolidate cooperation networks among female members of Afghan civil society. 
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It is important for Canada and the Canadian ICOs to support, among other initiatives: 

• women's capacity building programs; 
• educational programs for women and girls to meet their general and specific needs; 
• programs to improve women’s access to basic, reproductive, and mental health services; 
• programs offering women various types of income-generating activities; 
• programs to raise the awareness of the Afghan population, both men and women, to human 

rights and, in particular, women’s rights; 
• programs designed specifically to strengthen women’s participation in political life; 
• programs to meet the specific needs of girls; 
• programs to meet the specific needs of women in rural areas; 
• programs to meet the specific needs of refugee and internally displaced women. 

 
Finally, the Afghan women’s organizations should: 

• seek to strengthen ties between them so as to enhance the flow of information and opportunities 
for collaboration; 

• strive to work in cooperation with the Ministry of the Status of Women; 
• seek to create ties with women’s movements in other Islamic countries so as to exchange and 

share enriching experiences (in particular with the Network of Women Living under Islamic Law); 
• stay informed, to the extent that they are able, of sustainable human development strategies 

adopted successfully by women in other Islamic countries that may serve as a model for their 
own work and inspire positive changes in the lives of Afghan men and women. 
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PRESENTATION SUMMARIES 

 
 

This section presents summaries of the presentations given on October 24 by the guest speakers on 
the status of women in Afghanistan today, as well as the comments of several Canadian panelists invited 
to share their understanding and expertise on gender and development in the Afghan context at the 
October 25 roundtable. The main discussion themes emerging from these presentations are enumerated 
and analyzed in the “Principal Messages” and “Recommendations” sections of this report. 
 
 
1. Conference of 24 October 2002 
 
 
a. Sociopolitical context of women’s participation in the reconstruction of Afghanistan 
 
 
To begin, Ms. Fatana Gailani, Executive Director of the Afghan Women’s Council, presented a historical 
overview of the dramatic impact of two decades of war in Afghanistan on women’s rights, and living 
conditions for women as well as for the Afghan civilian population at large. Ms. Gailani stressed that the 
war has indeed been going on for more than 23 years in her country — not just since October 2001 as the 
Western media often wrongly imply. Women are among the members of Afghan society who have 
suffered the most from this war. Yet despite the many policies implemented in an attempt to bar them 
from public life, they have shown great dedication to the struggle for peace, justice, and democracy. The 
hub of the problem, says Ms. Gailani, is “the absence of peace and security in Afghanistan, without which 
it is impossible to speak of sustainable human development.” Security is far from having improved, and 
living conditions are still extremely difficult for the people who have remained as well as for the hundreds 
of thousands of refugees returning from Pakistan and Iran. Given the prevailing sociopolitical and 
economic situation, there is no indication that these refugees are being durably reintegrated into society. 
Ms. Gailani expressed the hope that Afghanistan will not be forgotten by the international community as it 
was after the withdrawal of the Soviet troops. She denounced the fact that the full amount of the funding 
promised at the Tokyo Conference has not been forthcoming. She also, on behalf of the Afghan people, 
denounced the international community’s complicity with the warlords for 23 years, to the detriment of 
democracy. Finally, Ms. Gailani asked the Canadian government and ICO representatives in attendance 
to stay vigilant and sensitive to the status of Afghan women, and invited her sister citizens to remain 
united in their struggle “for the nation… and the children of Afghanistan.” 
 
Ms. Khorsheed Noori, Director of the Afghan Women’s Network, continued by discussing the 
emergence and evolution of female civil society in Afghanistan. Stating at the outset that “gender equality 
must be an integral part of any attempt to solve social, economic, and political problems in the world,” Ms. 
Noori explained that the feminist movement has existed in Afghanistan for a hundred years. Though it 
was initially supported by men, particularly King Amir Abdu Rahman, King Amir Amanullah and, 30 years 
later, King Zahir Shah, it was this same patriarchal society that ultimately dispossessed Afghan women of 
many of their basic rights. At present, the transition government is doing little to support the feminist 
cause, asserted Ms. Noori or, “if it is, then it is doing so haphazardly”; its policies, she said, lack cohesion. 
Moreover, though it is not a matter of blaming Islam, Afghan social traditions must be considered if one is 
to fully understand the status of women. In the second part of her speech, Ms. Noori gave an overview of 
the work of Afghan women’s organizations and the main challenges facing them. There are apparently 
more than 30 such organizations in Pakistan and Afghanistan. Despite their work in favour of human 
rights and a just and democratic Afghan society, despite the extraordinary progress they have made in 
improving living conditions for women, they still face too numerous obstacles. One example is the 
reluctance of agencies to fund long-term projects, even if a small number of Afghan women’s NGOs have 
managed to build their management capacity and are now receiving funding from the government, the 
UN, or private sources. Therefore, according to Ms. Noori, the approaches to be emphasized include 
institutional capacity building for women’s groups and support for long-term programming. Finally, she 
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briefly described the nature of the Afghan Women’s Network, its raison d’être, and its great importance in 
coordinating the efforts of various Afghan women's NGOs. 
 
 
b. Strategies for strengthening women’s participation in the reconstruction and development 
process 

 
 
In her comments on this second theme, Ms. Sahar Saba of the Revolutionary Association for Women of 
Afghanistan expressed the opinion that Afghan women have never had full enjoyment of their civil, 
political, and economic rights, just as the population of Afghanistan has never benefited from any 
democratic structures of government. Ms. Saba stressed the need to keep up the fight against all forms of 
fundamentalism in her country; the fanatical extremism of the Taliban, the Jihad, the crimes committed by 
the leaders of the Northern Alliance (rape, looting of schools and school supplies) all derive from the 
same retrograde mentality. For RAWA, the primary struggle for Afghan women is that which aims to 
change mentalities, to educate women and girls, and to sensitize them to their human rights so that they 
can free themselves from their oppression. Ms. Saba asked the following question: “How can women truly 
fight against abuse while they are still prey to public insecurity and live in poverty?” As to the generalized 
climate of insecurity, the situation is such that even President Hamid Karzai is unable to make decisions 
independently. Constant attacks staged by the warlords throughout the country are threatening the safety 
of international and local NGO staff. Yet women have an essential role to play in the reconstruction of 
their country, and only the instatement of a genuinely stable, secular, democratic government that 
respects human rights can pave the way for human development. She said, “the Afghan people as a 
whole in no way share the views of the fundamentalists — they deeply hope to live in a democracy.” The 
international community must realize that unreservedly supporting the transition government in its current 
form is tantamount to repeating the same errors that have been committed for the last 20 years. 
 
After a brief presentation of the international Women Living under Muslim Laws movement of which she is 
the spokesperson in Canada, Ms. Homa Hoodfar proceeded to explain the importance for Islamic 
women of organizing themselves at the grassroots if they wish to participate in social change. For this 
anthropologist, local initiatives are likely to reach a larger number of people than those that are imposed 
“top-down.” This is why the movement favours strategies and tools that enable grassroots groups to 
become more organized in their activism. In each Islamic country where acts of discrimination or injustice 
are perpetrated against women, Islam is always put forward as a justification. Questioning the legitimacy 
of Islamic laws (such as those related to the family) gives one the reputation of a “bad Muslim” or, worse, 
anti-Islamic. Though these laws vary from one country to another, they are all founded on the same 
Islamic religion. This led Ms. Hoodfar to ask the following question: “Why couldn’t we choose the kind of 
Islam we want?” For Ms. Hoodfar, Muslim women should be able to use the diversity of Islamic doctrine to 
find alternatives to the more conservative interpretations of the Sharia. Only rarely do they have an 
opportunity to find out about this diversity of Islamic norms regarding women, but research and sharing of 
experiences among Muslim women from different countries undoubtedly helps to empower them all. 
Concluding her presentation with several concrete examples of lobbying tactics easily employed at the 
local level, Ms. Hoodfar reaffirmed her conviction that there are many solutions for women seeking to 
participate in change and that one need not possess immense resources in order to make an effective 
contribution to feminist campaigns in the Islamic world. 
 
 
c. Areas and examples of projects carried out by Afghan women’s NGOs: from humanitarian aid to 
sustainable development? 
 
 
Ms. Partawmina Hashemee, Executive Director of the Afghan Women’s Resource Centre, discussed the 
status of the refugees and internally displaced persons of Afghanistan. She stressed the extremely 
difficult living conditions prevailing in the 107 refugee camps in Pakistan as well as the camps for 
internally displaced persons in Afghanistan. Malnutrition, primitive hygiene, limited access to potable 
water and health care, and lack of income sources are factors contributing to the vulnerability of these 
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populations. Ms. Hashemee also singled out for criticism the haphazard approach to international 
humanitarian aid, and more particularly the diversion of this aid to the warlords. She furthermore deplored 
the so-called “voluntary” repatriation policies of the UNHCR as well as the governmental policies of the 
adjacent countries whereby the refugees are pressured to return to Afghanistan by means of financial 
inducements or other promises of assistance. Ms. Hashemee further denounced the attitude of the 
Pakistani government, which regularly orders the demolition of Afghan refugee camps, for she considers 
the political situation in her country of origin to be far from stable, arguing that Afghanistan is not in a 
position to offer adequate conditions of return and reintegration for thousands of refugees. “The refugees 
should be allowed to enjoy their basic social and economic rights in the countries of asylum and not be 
denied these rights under pseudo-voluntary return policies… denying them these rights is tantamount to 
violating the principles of international law that forbid a country of asylum from forcing anyone to return to 
their country or turning them back at the border when they are at risk of grave human rights violations.” 
Ms. Hashemee went on to discuss the extreme vulnerability of women and girls in the camps, where rape, 
sexual harassment, forced marriage, and conjugal violence are frequent. Yet in most cases, women are 
excluded from processes of humanitarian needs assessment and implementation of services for 
refugees. Ms. Hashemee felt that women should be consulted more extensively on their specific needs 
and, in this regard, she brought up the important role of local organizations, which act as the 
spokespeople for the most impoverished Afghan women. 
 
 
Ms. Belquis Ahmadi of the International Human Rights Law Group discussed the status of Afghan 
women in rural areas, stressing that “Kabul is not Afghanistan.” The changes benefiting women in the 
capital following the departure of the Talibans have not made great inroads in the rest of the country. In 
rural areas women’s living conditions are harsher than in the city, and their rights are violated all the more 
frequently. The practice of arranged marriages is very common. Once married, women are considered to 
be the property of their husbands, owing them and their families absolute obedience. Ms. Ahmadi 
summarized the social status of rural women as follows: “Respect for a woman is proportional to the 
amount of her dowry… to the price her husband paid her family in order to marry her, and to the number 
of boys she gives birth to.” In the second part of her speech, Ms. Ahmadi illustrated her comments with a 
case study conducted in Little Pamir (Province of Badakhshan), where the Kyrghiz nomads live in 
extreme poverty. Here and in many other areas of Afghanistan, the defeat of the Talibans did not lead to 
tangible changes for the population. The warlords and local commanders dominate and treat the Ismaelis 
(the majority ethnic group) as second-class citizens. Women and girls are raped, kidnapped, and treated 
as slaves by the soldiers. All females are forced to wear the burqa outside the home. They are often 
taken hostage in the context of interethnic rivalries. In Ms. Ahmadi’s opinion, religious and cultural 
precepts cannot and must no longer be used as pretexts for ignoring women’s rights, as was 
systematically done in the past. It is time to pierce the armour of such arguments, which serve only the 
powers that be. It is time for the warlords to be disarmed and held responsible for their acts of cruelty. Ms. 
Ahmadi concluded with a set of recommendations aiming to increase the effectiveness of aid to rural 
areas, which were included in the drafting of the guidelines emerging from this report. 
 
 
Ms. Orzala Ashraf, Executive Director of the Humanitarian Association for Women and Children of 
Afghanistan, spoke on young Afghans and the place they occupy in the reconstruction. She stressed that 
Afghan youth cannot be discussed without considering the economic, social, and cultural context of the 
last 23 years. The impact of the conflicts has been devastating on the minds and skills of this new 
generation, which has experienced terrible things. Over the years numerous young people have found 
themselves involved in the war; some have been led to commit human rights violations. Psychological 
problems are widespread. Numerous also are girls who commit suicide after having been abused or 
witnessed abuse. Lacking education and growing up in the dire poverty that prevails throughout the 
country, young people engage in all sorts of activities to survive. Ms. Ashraf lamented the fact that “young 
people are the builders of tomorrow, but the war has prevented them from developing their strengths.” 
She stated that it is important to consider methods that will make it possible to involve the new generation 
in the revitalization of the country. In order to liberate young people from the thrall of war and weapons, 
an emphasis must be placed on education as well as on all other means by which they can rapidly put 
themselves in the service of society and human development. They must be allowed to lead decent lives. 
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Given this imperative, it is essential for NGOs to design specific youth-oriented projects and to involve 
them actively in working groups. All development projects should, at the very least, have such a concern 
with sustainability. According to Ms. Ashraf, the effective reconstruction of Afghanistan depends also on 
setting up decision-making structures involving women and youth and securing international funding for 
them. Finally, she believes that the instability still reigning in the country is affecting the smooth running of 
development projects for women, youth, and children. Therefore, it is important for the national 
disarmament program to be carried to completion and for the international peacekeeping forces to be 
deployed outside Kabul. 
 
 
2. ROUNDTABLE OF 25 OCTOBER 2002 
 
 
a. Summary of issues relating to women’s participation in the reconstruction of Afghanistan 
discussed on the conference day of October 24 
 
 
Ms. Adeena Niazi, Executive Director of the Afghan Women’s Organization of Toronto, began by stating 
that she was encouraged by the dedication and exceptional work of the Afghan women she met in 
Afghanistan and Pakistan, as well as that of the guest speakers, despite the meager resources available. 
The image of Afghan women conveyed by these women contradicts that of the silent victims portrayed by 
the Western media, the latter playing up the wearing of the chador and playing down other fundamental 
needs or difficulties. It is therefore important to give a voice to Afghan women in events such as this 
conference. Before summarizing the comments of the speakers, Ms. Niazi observed that the seven 
guests have different profiles and points of view and that this diversity must be perceived as a strength. 
She then reviewed a number of important issues raised the previous day. (1) Women’s security emerged 
as a central concern, since they are still threatened by the presence of the warlords in power, a presence 
legitimated by the Loya Jirga; the complicity between the warlords, the local commanders, and the United 
States; the absence of a national army and civilian police force to keep the peace throughout the country; 
and the presence of over 10 million land mines in Afghanistan, among other factors. (2) Ms. Niazi thus 
insisted on the need to extend the ISAF’s mandate to the whole country until such time as the national 
army is able to keep the peace. (3) She reiterated the risks taken by local women’s NGOs in returning to 
work in Afghanistan under the current circumstances. (4) As to international aid, Ms. Niazi summarized 
the previous day’s comments by stating, “the money must be spent as responsibly as possible, according 
to the most urgent needs of the population and within a perspective of sustainability.” Funding agencies 
must impose stricter requirements for more transparent and appropriate management of funds. (5) In the 
guest speakers’ opinion, the fate of Afghan refugees remains largely shielded from public scrutiny, 
whereas they should be given sustained attention because of the precarious living conditions described. 
(6) Ms. Niazi re-emphasized the complexity of the debate around Islam and the institution of a secular 
democracy in Afghanistan. (7) She concluded with the hope that solidarity among Afghan women will 
remain strong so that they can work together in the interest of human rights. 
 
In a second synthesis of the previous day’s presentations, Ms. Suzanne Guay, Program Manager for 
SUCO, sought to elucidate the strategies employed by Afghan women’s NGOs in both meeting the 
immediate needs of women and responding their specific needs and strategic interests. According to Ms. 
Guay, the presentations described varied experiences which respond, for the most part, to women’s 
immediate needs. The prevailing living conditions for women in Afghanistan and in the refugee camps led 
Ms. Guay to state that the context is still one of urgency rather than reconstruction; there is a great deal 
still to be done to meet the immediate needs of women and their families in terms of health and physical 
and material well-being. Yet some comments by the speakers dealt with medium-term women’s needs 
such as reproductive health care and professional training. On the whole, all the presentations 
acknowledged that the instatement of a legitimate democratic government, the consolidation of peace and 
security, and respect for human rights are intimately linked to the reconstruction and sustainable 
development process. Yet Afghanistan is still far from demonstrating such conditions. According to Ms. 
Guay, the presentations showed clearly that the balance of power between men and women is still 
extremely unequal and that women’s participation in decision-making processes is practically non-
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existent. Ms. Guay recommended that gender equity remain central to the thinking and action of decision-
makers at all times, from the emergency context through to the reconstruction, and this despite “cultural 
or religious barriers.” This is necessary in order to further women’s strategic interests while continuing to 
respond to their immediate and specific needs. It is a long and ambitious struggle, and Ms. Guay, too, 
concluded her remarks by encouraging Afghan women to pursue and consolidate their cooperation so as 
to improve the effectiveness of their actions. 
 
 
b. Discussions on a gender-specific perspective in humanitarian aid and development 
 
 
Ms. Isabelle Solon Helal (Program Officer, Women’s Rights, Rights and Democracy) was invited to 
share with all participants Rights and Democracy’s conception of a gender-specific approach to 
development in Afghanistan. Recalling that the status of men and women in a given society is essentially 
determined by economic, governmental, and social structures as well as by religious and cultural 
traditions, Ms. Solon Helal stressed the constantly changing nature of these elements. Since the balance 
of power between men and women is first and foremost a product of “social constructs,” this means that it 
can also evolve out of a systematic implementation of policies and methodologies oriented toward gender 
equity and equality throughout a society’s decision-making structures. We must now analyze what the 
international organizations and the transition government in Afghanistan intend in this regard: are they 
really heading toward the application of gender-specific development policies? As to the government that 
succeeded the Talibans, Ms. Solon Helal does not think so, and for this doubt she draws confirmation 
from the national authorities’ continued tolerance of numerous policies and practices deliberately 
designed to violate women’s rights. As to the international organizations working in Afghanistan, they are 
only just beginning to improve the coordination of their aid and development activities for Afghan women. 
Unfortunately, an insufficient number of women have been consulted when working to improve the design 
of humanitarian aid and sustainable development policies. According to Ms. Solon Helal, it would be a 
step forward for Afghan women if NGOs could place more value on their unique expertise with a view to 
instituting genuine, forward-looking, gender-specific development approaches. Other factors as well  
prevent international and local agencies from fully concentrating on the deployment of such approaches. 
These include the militarization of humanitarian aid and the failure of the donor countries to follow through 
on the funding promises they made at the Tokyo conference. The former trend not only flies in the face of 
the Geneva Conventions but jeopardizes the safety of humanitarian aid workers, sowing doubt and fear in 
everyone’s minds. For these reasons, Ms. Solon Helal strongly encouraged ICOs to step up their lobbying 
for the maintenance of aid to Afghanistan in a context that respects international public law, human rights, 
and Afghan women’s rights in particular. If we are ever to move from an emergency situation to a focus 
on sustainable development, this will have to be done in close consultation with Afghan women, working 
with them to progressively build a strong and independent civil society, she concluded. 
 
 
c. Incorporation of women into the reconstruction process in Afghanistan: the gender-specific 
development approach of the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) 
 
Ms. Peggy Florida (Senior Development Officer, Afghanistan/Pakistan Division, Asia Branch, Canadian 
International Development Agency) presented CIDA’s gender-specific development framework, stressing 
the importance assigned by the agency to gender equality in all its activities. Reminding the participants 
that CIDA has been interested in this issue since the 1970s, Ms. Florida presented the agency’s current 
vision for gender equality. Considering the commitment of CIDA and its partners to a more just world, she 
affirmed that the struggle against inequalities of all kinds (between sexes, social classes, races, and 
ethnicities) is essential to the success of all the agency’s projects. The balance of power between men 
and women in particular is a prerequisite to a healthy and stable political, social, economic, and cultural 
environment. It is an integral part of human rights concerns. After the Beijing Conference in 1995, CIDA 
revised its development policies, placing an emphasis on three approaches: gender equity, human-rights-
based development, and results-based development. CIDA’s gender equality policy strives for a balance 
of power between men and women so as to strengthen the sustainable development process. 
Specifically, it aims for equal participation of men and women in the decision-making process, the full 
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realization of women’s rights, and the reduction of inequalities with respect to access to and control of the 
sources of development. How can this policy be realized? CIDA works closely with its partners to ground 
its development projects in a gender-specific analysis from which local needs can be better discerned. 
This process demands the collaboration of professionals possessing solid local expertise and therefore 
involves women extensively. Ms. Florida stressed that CIDA stays informed of the humanitarian situation 
in Afghanistan through its contacts with UN agencies, NGOs, and the Afghan government. CIDA is thus 
well aware of the Afghan government’s priorities and affirms that it exerts influence over it so that the 
priorities are effectively implemented throughout the country. Ms. Florida concluded by assuring the 
Afghan guest speakers that CIDA stands by them in their courageous struggle. 
 
 
Ms. Lyne Racine (Country Program Analyst, Afghanistan/Pakistan Division, Asia Branch, Canadian 
International Development Agency) continued by presenting some data on past and present Canadian 
government aid to Afghanistan and Afghan women, presenting an outline of future aid as well. 
Responding to criticisms of the donor countries expressed the previous day by the Afghan guest 
speakers, Ms. Racine stated that Canada is among the top ten donors to Afghanistan in terms of aid 
provided since 11 September 2001 (C $116 million) and in terms of the significant amount of 
humanitarian aid delivered prior to the date. Of the aid promised by Canada at the Tokyo conference, 
some C $100 million has already been spent as follows: $47 million on humanitarian aid, $18 million for 
reform of the security sector, and $35 million for reconstruction activities. CIDA is focusing its efforts on 
these three simultaneous approaches and intends to continue in this way while keeping an eye on the 
changing situation of Afghanistan and the needs of its people. As to humanitarian aid per se, the agency 
supports the refugees and internally displaced persons being reintegrated into their communities of origin. 
CIDA provides food aid, perinatal health care assistance, and support for minesweeping activities and for 
mine victims. All these needs are still pressing in Afghanistan. Moreover, CIDA’s emergency aid is not 
limited to basic necessities but also consists of support for organizations involved in longer-term activities. 
As to national security, as president of the G8 Canada has a fundamental role to play in maintaining 
international security, and Afghanistan is relevant to this effort. Canada is involved in the diplomatic 
efforts on many fronts to keep this issue to central to international talks, said Ms. Racine. Several 
programs to strengthen security in Afghanistan have also been funded by CIDA, such as support for 
women’s rights organizations, the Afghan Human Rights Commission, UN programs to demobilize 
veterans and disarm the warlords, the reform of the justice sector and the reintroduction of the rule of law, 
the preparation of democratic elections scheduled to take place 18 months after the Loya Jirga, etc. 
Finally, with regards to the long-term reconstruction of the country, CIDA affirms that it is working for the 
sustainable development of Afghanistan by collaborating directly with the Afghan government, 
international organizations, and Canadian and Afghan NGOs, thanks in particular to the Canadian fund 
managed by the Canadian Embassy in Islamabad. CIDA is currently drafting its aid maintenance strategy 
to Afghanistan for the coming years, which will most probably pursue the three-pronged strategy 
described above while continuing to firmly apply the gender-specific development approach. 
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Thursday, 24th October 2002 
 
Chair : Professor Carolyn Sharp 
 
9:00-9:15 Organizers' opening remarks 
 Gervais L' Heureux, Executive Director, SUCO 
 Robert Letendre, Executive Director, Development and Peace 
 
    
Political, Legal and Social Context of Women's Participation in the Afghanistan Reconstruction 
Process 
 
 
9:15-9:35 Sociopolitical renewal in Afghanistan: the stakes of the ongoing reconstruction process 

for Afghan women 
 Fatana Said Gailani, Afghan Women's Council 
 
9:35-9:55 The organization of women's civil society in Afghanistan through Afghan women's NGOs 
 Khorshid Noori, Afghan Women's Network 
 
9:55-10:45 Question period 
 
10:45-11:15 Break 
 
 
Strategies for Strengthening Women's Participation in the Afghan Development Process 
 
 
11:15- 11:35 Anti-fundamentalist movements and feminist resistance in Afghanistan 
 Sahar Saba, Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan 
 
11:35- 11:55 Mobilization of women in Islamic countries: exemplary methods for Afghan women 
 Professor Homa Hoodfar, Women Living Under Muslim Laws 
 
11:55- 12:45 Question period 
 
12:45-14:00 Lunch 
 
 
Activities and Projects of Afghan Women's NGOs: from Humanitarian Aid to Sustainable 
Development 
 
 
14:00- 14:20 Refugees / IDPs’ situation and repatriation issues 
 Partawmina Hashemee and Shaima Mukhtar, Afghan Women's Resource Centre 
 
14:20-14:40 Afghan women's participation in the reconstruction process in rural areas: specific issues 

and challenges 
 Me Belquis Ahmadi, International Human Rights Law Group (IHRLG) 
 
14:40-15:00 The status of Afghan youths in the development of Afghanistan 
 Orzala Ashraf, Humanitarian Assistance for Women and Children of Afghanistan 

(HAWCA) 
 
15:00- 15:30 Break 
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15:30-16:45 Question period 
 
16:45-17:00 Acknowledgements and closing 
 Amir Khadir, President, SUCO 
  Gilio Brunelli, Program Director, Development and Peace 
 
 
Friday, 25th October 2002 – Roundtable 
 
Chair : Marzia Ali 
 
 
9:00-9:30 Opening and introductions 
 
    
Women, Gender and Development in Afghanistan 
 
 
9:30-9:50 Review of main issues and challenges discussed at the conference day on October 24, 

relating to gender and development issues in the current context of reconstruction in 
Afghanistan. 

 
9:50-10:10 Review of basic concepts and overview of ongoing theoretical and practical debates in 

Afghanistan around "gender and development" issues. 
 Isabelle Solon-Helal, Rights and Democracy  
 
10:10-10:35 Comments of Afghan speakers/participants 
 
10:35-11:00 Break 
 
11:00-12:30 Open-ended discussion: How to design a gender-specific approach to development in 

Afghanistan so as to better target current and future Canadian aid efforts to Afghan 
women? 

 
12:30-13:45 Lunch 
 
 
CIDA Gender Policy and its Applications in Afghanistan 
 
 
13:45-14:05 Women's integration into the Afghan reconstruction process: the approach of the 

Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) 
 Lyne Racine, Pakistan/Afghanistan desk, ACDI  
 Peggy Florida, Pakistan/Afghanistan desk, ACDI 
 
14:05-14:45 Open-ended discussion 
 
14:45-15:00 Break 
 
 
 
 
 
The Future of Canadian Cooperation with Afghan Women: Making the Transition from 
Humanitarian Aid to Sustainable Development 
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15:00-16:00 Open-ended discussion: How can we strengthen cooperation among Afghan women's 

NGOs and Canadian international cooperation organizations? 
 
16:00-17:00 Open-ended discussion: How can we better coordinate the work of Canadian 

international cooperation agencies and organizations supporting the incorporation of 
Afghan women into Afghanistan's reconstruction process? 

 
17:00-17:15 Acknowledgements and closing remarks 
  Rita Soares Pinto, SUCO, and Sonia Lebesgue, Development and Peace
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Speakers 
 
Belquis Ahmadi (Afghanistan) 
Afghanistan/Pakistan Program Coordinator at the International Human Rights Law Group –IHRLG-, Ms. 
Ahmadi, was selected to participe in Afghanistan’s recent loya jirga, convened to determine the new 
government. She has been working for the rights of women in Afghanistan since 1990 and maintains 
extensive contact with women leaders, academics, journalists, writers, doctors and grassroots community 
leaders inside Afghanistan. She specializes in peace building, with an emphasis on education programs 
for Afghan women and youth. Ms. Ahmadi has written extensively on the rights of Afghan women and has 
raised the issue of violence against Afghan women at the United Nations Commission on Human Rights 
and before other international policy fora. 
 
Orzala Ashraf (Afghanistan) 
Director of Humanitarian Assistance for the Women of Afghanistan (HAWCA), she has been involved 
since 1994 in setting up and delivering training programs to women and children in Afghan refugee 
camps. She is self-taught, and has worked as an English translator and interpreter for foreign journalists 
on several occasions. As spokesperson for the HAWCA, she has been invited to a number of 
international meetings. Ms. Ashraf was honored with the Isabel Ferror Award for women’s education and 
the Amnesty International award for humanitarian aid to children and women. 
 
Fatana Said Gailani (Afghanistan) 
Ms. Gailani holds a management degree. She has directed the Afghanistan Women’s Council (AWC) 
since 1993, as well as the Aryana High School, the Mother and Child Health Clinic and the Afghan 
Women’s Monthly. An active participant in the struggle for women’s rights, she was forced into exile in 
Pakistan in 1978 because of her opposition to the communist regime of Noor Mohammad Tarraki; there, 
she founded a school and a health clinic. She is the recipient of awards including the Women and 
Children Award of the Women’s Commission for Refugees (1992), the Prince of Asturias Award for 
International Cooperation (1998), and the peace prize of the Spanish Association of the United Nations. 
 
Partawmina Hashemee (Afghanistan) 
Director, Afghanistan Women’s Resource Center (AWRC) since 1996; responsible for management and 
coordination of fundraising activities. She has represented the organization at numerous international 
conferences in Europe, the United States and Japan. She has served on the Executive Committee of the 
Afghan Women’s Network (AWN) and as a trainer with the Women’s Public Administration (WPA/IRC) in 
Peshawar, Pakistan. Her primary focus is on human rights advocacy. 
 
Shaima Mukthar (Afghanistan) 
Deputy Director Afghan Women’s Resource Center (AWRC), where she has been responsible for the 
financial management of the organization since 1994. Her original degree, completed in 1988, was in 
veterinary medicine; then, motivated by the need to act directly to help disadvantaged populations, she 
became involved with Save the Children and several Pakistani NGOs as a consultant on poultry projects. 
 
Khorshid Noori (Afghanistan) 
Chairperson of the Executive Committee of Afghan Women Network (AWN), Ms. Noori is a graduate of 
Education of  the  University of  Kabul, and for 16 years was a professor in Aryana Girls High School 
in that  city. She sits on the AWN’s Executive Committee, and since 1989 has worked with the Norwegian 
Afghanistan committee (NAC) on Education in refugee camp schools and universities in Pakistan and 
Iran. She has also supervised several schools for refugee girls in Peshawar, Pakistan. In April 2002, she 
received the “Honoring the women of Afghanistan” award from the International Human Rights Law Group 
in Washington, USA. 
 
Sahar Saba (Afghanistan) 
An active member of the Revolutionary Association of Women in Afghanistan (RAWA) for the last 15 
years, Ms. Saba has worked as a teacher in the refugee camps. She is a member of the foreign relations 
committee of RAWA and acts as its spokesperson in the United States, Europe, India and Japan. She 
recently returned to Afghanistan and continues to be involved with women there and in Pakistan. 
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Carolyn Sharp (Canada) - Conference Facilitator 
Professor of ethics in the Faculty of Theology at Saint-Paul’s University, Ottawa. She specializes in 
feminist, sexual and liberation ethics. Ms. Sharp was senior editor of the journal Relations from 1993 to 
2002. She is active with the Fédération des Femmes du Québec, the Lea Roback Foundation, and the 
Conseil du Statut de la Femme (Quebec status of women council). 
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Participant Organisations 
 
Afghanistan Women’s Council (AWC) 
Since 1993, AWC activities have been related to human rights and peace building to fulfill its goals of 
restoring civil and social rights for Afghan women and girls –regarding employment and education 
principally-, as well as to rehabilitate Afghanistan through peaceful political processes. The Council runs 
the Ariana High School, the Mother and Child Health Clinic in Peshawar, the Nazo Ana Hospital in Kabul, 
and the Research Center for Afghan Women.  AWC also manages humanitarian relief efforts for refugees 
and publishes the monthly journal “Zan-e-Afghan” (Afghan Women) to raise political awareness. 
 
Afghan Women’s Network (AWN) 
AWN is a voluntary organization of Afghan women whose mission is to promote solidarity and 
cooperation amongst women, and to strengthen their capacities and rights. Founded in 1996, the Network 
gathers women living in Afghanistan and Pakistan. Since its creation, AWN has delivered several 
workshops and seminars on communication, leadership skills, gender, human rights, and health-care. 
Collecting cases of violence against Afghan women as refugees and war victims, the AWN has identified 
common problems, such as lack of basic education, health care, security, employment, skills, shelter, and 
legal identity and legal access. 
 
Afghan Women’s Resource Center (AWRC) 
This non-political and humanitarian aid NGO works for the self-sufficiency and empowerment of Afghan 
women in the North-West Frontier Province in Pakistan. AWRC projects concern issues related to the 
Education (helping to raise and extend basic education coverage) and Health (delivering health-care 
training and services). The Center provides Afghan women with a platform for discussion and information 
sharing, while develops training programs of Capacity Building/Skills and Sewing Workshop and 
Showroom, as well as Emergency Programs. The educational and vocational training Center has helped 
over 7500 Afghan women since its creation in 1989. 
 
Humanitarian Assistance for the Women and Children of Afghanistan (HAWCA) 
Established in 1999 by a group of Afghan youth, HAWCA is a non-political and non-profit NGO engaged 
in improving the well-being of women and encouraging their participation in the reconstruction and 
development of Afghanistan. The organization’s activities are related to matters of Health-Care (providing 
facilities); Education (delivering literacy courses and home-based classes); Income generation (including 
carpet weaving, embroidery, tailoring and training); Sanitation and child-care (raising awareness through 
literacy courses and meetings); Counseling; and Women’s Sponsorship. HAWCA projects also include an 
Emergency food distribution program. 
 
International Human Rights Law Group (IHRLG) 
IHRLG is a non-profit organization of human rights and legal professionals from over 20 countries, 
working to empower local advocates to expand the scope of human rights protections and to promote 
broad participation in building human rights standards and procedures. IHRLG Women’s Rights Advocacy 
Program works to ensure that women fully enjoy human rights —including economic, social and cultural 
rights. Working with Afghan women refugees and Pakistani activists, the Group develops campaigns and 
builds skills and institutional capacities, as well as strongly advocates for women’s participation in the 
reconstruction and governance of Afghanistan. 
 
Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan (RAWA) 
Struggling for freedom, democracy, social justice and human rights, RAWA was established in 1977 by 
Meena, who was assassinated in 1987. The Association current projects are developed in Pakistan (with 
refugees) and Afghanistan. The scope of its mandate covers activities in Education (running primary and 
secondary schools as well as orphanages and literacy programs), Health care (trough a hospital and 
mobile health teams), Human rights (disseminating reports, films and photos), Culture (delivering 
communicational products); Propaganda (raising awareness); Finances (running workplaces and farms); 
and Emergency help (food distribution among refugees and needy people, specially widows). 
 
Women Living Under Muslin Laws (WLUML) 
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Established as an international Network, WLUML provides information, solidarity and support for all 
women whose lives are shaped, conditioned or governed by laws and customs said to derive from Islam. 
The organization fulfills its objectives through: building a network of mutual solidarity and information flow; 
facilitating interaction and contact between women from Muslim countries and communities and between 
them and progressive and feminist groups at large; promoting the exposure of women from one 
geographical area to another in and outside the Muslim world; and by undertaking common projects 
identified by and executed through network participants. 
 
 
The Afghan Women Social and Cultural Organization (AWSCO) and the Co-operation Center for 
Afghanistan (CCA) were unfortunately not able to attend due to foreseeable circumstances. 
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The Seminar was sponsored by DEVELOPEMENT & PEACE, SUCO, Quebec Religious 
Communities and:   
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