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Hanging in the balance: why the 
international community must redouble 
its commitment to Afghan women’s rights

Executive summary

Women in Afghanistan have paid a heavy price 
for the political turmoil, conflict and repression 
that have blighted their country for decades. But 
they have fought back bravely to make gains in 
their freedoms and in recent years have secured 
real – if fragile and uneven – progress. This has 
attracted significant support from an international 
community keen to emphasise the benefits to 
women from the invasion to oust the Taliban. 

On 4 December, as government representatives from 
around the world gather in London to review immediate 
priorities and consider progress on the Tokyo Mutual 
Accountability Framework (TMAF)1 – a series of 
commitments for Afghanistan’s development agreed in 
2012), Afghan women will be waiting to see if the world 
will continue to stand by them in their struggle for human 
rights.

Co-hosted by the governments of the UK and Afghanistan, 
the London Development Conference on Afghanistan 
(the ‘London Conference’) comes at a critical time for the 
country, as a new president and unity government take 
power and the NATO combat mission ends. But it is a 
particularly precarious moment for Afghan women, who 
fear losing the fragile but significant gains to their rights 
made since the fall of the Taliban government.

These gains must not be allowed to diminish, and further 
progress on women’s rights is urgently needed. Afghan 
women and girls, particularly in rural areas, continue 
to face major rights infringements on a daily basis in 
relation to their access to education, healthcare, political 
participation and economic empowerment, among other 
things. Violence against women and girls, including 
sexual violence, remains endemic, as do barriers to 
justice and a culture of impunity. In fact, the available 
data indicates that women are more likely to be 

prosecuted for attempting to flee violence than 
perpetrators are for committing it. Meanwhile, there 
are persistent attempts by state and non-state actors to 
erode gains made on women’s rights.

Afghan women are among the world’s most effective and 
dedicated peace-builders. Despite bearing the brunt of 
the fallout from decades of conflict, women consistently 
put their lives on the line to defend their rights and 
bring peace and development to their communities and 
country. Yet they are frequently sidelined in peace talks 
and negotiations on the future of their country. This is 
despite seven UN Security Council Resolutions (UNSCRs) 
recognising women’s right to participate, and committing 
governments – including the UK – to uphold this right. 

The London Conference will be pivotal to re-establishing 
priorities for the country’s future and laying the grounds for 
commitments and decisions to be made at subsequent 
talks in Kabul in spring 2015. If the outcomes of the 
London Conference are to deliver inclusive and sustainable 
peace and development, Afghan women must be fully 
and meaningfully involved. This includes involvement 
in the design of a refreshed TMAF and its subsequent 
implementation and monitoring. An enabling policy 
framework combined with Afghan women’s active 
participation are essential  to ending impunity for violence, 
ensuring access to justice and the fulfilment of their rights.

The UK government, as co-host, and the international 
community should stand shoulder to shoulder with 
Afghan women and uphold their right to participate fully 
in the London Conference and other key decision-making 
processes. They must send a clear message of renewed 
commitment to women’s rights, including adequate 
financial support, and encourage Afghanistan’s new 
president to prioritise and set out a progressive agenda for 
women and girls. 
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CHALLENGES

Despite impressive gains in health, education and participation in all walks of life, Afghan 
women report major gaps and challenges to the attainment of their rights.

The data presented here is largely taken from the Gallup World Poll. Each year Gallup surveys people 
in over 130 countries worldwide. These surveys investigate a wide range of social and personal 
experience and perceptions. The Gallup Poll has been carried out in Afghanistan since 2008, each 
year surveying at least 1,000 people aged 15 and above across the country. The sample selected 
is representative of the larger community in terms of gender, age, income level and urban/rural 
residence. All Gallup data cited above is based on the 2013 survey unless stated otherwise.

PROGRESS
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Two thirds feel security has not improved or 
worsened since 2001. Less than half - 43%- feel 
NATO security has been effective in their area.

44% of women feel satisfied with available healthcare, 
up from 32% in 2008. However this is below the global 
average (60%) and satisfaction declines among rural and 
poorer Afghans.  

 Secondary school enrolment has risen from 5% to 
over 34% since 2002.1 70% of Afghan women are 
satisfied with the education system. 

 Maternal mortality rates have declined 
from 1,600 per 100,000 live births in 2001 to 327 per 
100,000 live births.2

The share of women living on less than USD$1.25 
a day has almost halved since 2008.

30% of seats are reserved for women in 
parliament, as are 20% of provincial council seats – 
higher than the rate of female participation in most of 
the world’s legislatures.3

Almost two thirds of Afghan women live on less 
than USD $2 a day. 36% live on less than $1.25 a 
day, compared to 21% of men.  

87% of women face at least one form of domestic 
violence, with 62% experiencing several forms.5

Just 3 in 10 Afghan women have confidence in the 

justice system, while only 4 in 10 have confidence in 
local police, down 13 percentage points since 2008.

Afghan women feel less able to ask relatives and friends 
for help than in any other country surveyed (36%).  

Afghanistan still has one of the lowest literacy rates 
in the world – just 12% for women and 39% for men.6

Only 45% of Afghan women feel satisfied with their 

freedom to choose what to do with their lives, 
down from 66% in 2008 and the 9th lowest  
score worldwide.
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85% of Afghan women are out of the workforce or 
unemployed. Just 10% feel the economy is 
improving, down from 36% in 2011. PHOTO: JENNY MATTHEWS/ACTIONAID

There were 1,974 policewomen in June 2013, 
compared to fewer than 500 in 2007 – although  
these represent only around 1% of the entire 
Afghan police force.4 
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Recommendations in brief

ActionAid is calling on the UK government and 
international community to: 

•  Uphold their commitments under international law, 
notably UNSCR 1325, to ensure Afghan women 
have an equal presence and voice at the London 
Development Conference, the Kabul meeting in spring 
2015, and all subsequent decision-making processes. 

•  Ensure women’s rights issues and their concerns and 
perspectives are given dedicated space for discussion 
in the core agenda and are mainstreamed across 
all issues addressed at the conference and in the 
conference communiqué. 

•  Revisit and expand the TMAF provisions and indicators 
on gender, notably implementation of the Elimination of 
Violence against Women (EVAW) law and the National 
Action Plan for Women (NAPWA), with a clear timetable 
and strategy for their resourcing and realisation. 

•  Strengthen the ability of Afghan women to ensure 
agreements made at the conference and beyond are 
realised, with new, dedicated, long-term funding and 
strategic support for women’s organisations covering 
both core and programme costs, particularly for 
organisations operating in rural areas and for women 
human rights defenders.

•  Work with the new Government of Afghanistan to 
finalise and launch Afghanistan’s National Action Plan 
on UN Security Council Resolution 1325, accompanied 
by a clear implementation strategy, allocated resources 
and timeframe.

•  Fulfil their obligations under the UN Declaration 
on Human Rights Defenders by supporting the 
establishment, resourcing and implementation of an 
effective protection mechanism for Women Human 
Rights Defenders in Afghanistan.

Make or break for Afghan women 

It has been 13 years since the US-led invasion of 
Afghanistan to overthrow the Taliban government and 
oust Al-Qaeda from the country following the September 
11 attacks in the USA. As well as being linked to global 
terrorism, the Taliban was – and remains – notorious for 
the extreme restrictions it places on the rights of women 
and girls. This included banning girls from attending 
school, denying them access to healthcare, and preventing 
them leaving their homes without a male relative. As such, 
the need to improve the rights of women was also cited 
by the international community as a further rationale for 
intervention.  

International commitments and aid ensued to support 
sweeping governance reforms, alongside a major NATO 
combat mission. In the years after the invasion, NATO 
coalition members celebrated the progress made on 
women’s rights as evidence of the success of their 
engagement. However, as the NATO combat mission 
concludes at the end of 2014 and Afghan authorities 
assume full responsibility for security, there is a very real 
danger that the fragile progress made on Afghan women’s 
rights will either not be sustained, or worse, rolled back. 
The country’s new government faces daunting challenges, 
including huge fiscal gaps and a growing Taliban 
insurgency, which has become emboldened by the NATO 
troop withdrawal. 

As such, the London Development Conference on 
Afghanistan offers a vital opportunity for the international 
community to strengthen and renew long-term 
commitments to support Afghan women’s rights. This 
will be the first ministerial meeting to welcome the new 
Government of Afghanistan (GoA), renew commitments 
and identify immediate development priorities for the 
country’s future – setting the parameters for further talks 
and decisions at a meeting in Kabul in spring 2015. It will 
also kick off a review of progress on the implementation 
of the Tokyo Mutual Accountability Framework (TMAF), 
a set of mutual commitments agreed by the GoA and 

“The London Conference on Afghanistan is an important platform to showcase the 
contribution Afghan women have made in the past 13 years. It is an opportunity 
for the new government to announce its plans and commitments towards women’s 
empowerment, and for the international community to include this as a conditional 
indicator of success.”  
Samira Hamidi, former Chair, Afghan Women’s Network2
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international community in 2012 to support the country 
in achieving its development and governance goals, and 
to make the transition to peace and security.4 The TMAF 
includes specific indicators on women’s rights, specifically 
the need for demonstrated implementation of both the 
Elimination of Violence against Women (EVAW) law and the 
National Action Plan for Women (NAPWA), and to ensure 
adequate resource allocations to achieve Afghanistan’s 
Millennium Development Goal targets for gender equality.5   

This briefing sets out the key gains, as well as the 
challenges, for women and girls in Afghanistan in recent 
years and outlines the steps ActionAid believes the UK 
government and international community need to take 
to further support Afghan women in promoting and 
protecting their rights. 

Delicate gains 

There have been significant improvements in Afghan 
women’s rights in recent years, not least because there 
is a stronger legal framework in place, including: a new 
constitution enshrining equal rights for women and men; 
the NAPWA, launched by the GoA in 2008, which sets 
out a 10-year strategy to implement commitments to 
women; and the landmark EVAW law, enacted in 2009 
to criminalise 22 acts of violence and harmful practices 
against women and specify punishment for perpetrators. 

Afghan women, including ordinary citizens, women’s 
organisations and women in decision-making positions 
have demonstrated that women themselves are the most 
effective change-makers by fighting hard to claim and 
defend these rights, bolstered by a more enabling policy 
environment. In defiance of the strongly conservative 
culture in Afghanistan that gives rise to threats and 
attacks on their personal security, women have embraced 
opportunities to participate in all walks of public life. 

Women have exercised their political right to vote and 
stand as candidates in elections.6 At national level, 
women make up 27% of MPs in the Afghan national 
parliament7 and around 35% of participants in Community 
Development Councils – which are responsible for 
overseeing local development projects such as irrigation 
and rural roads – are women.8

More than 2.5 million girls are now attending school,9 with 
girls’ primary enrolment rates increasing from less than 
40% to over 80% between 2002 and 2011. While maternal 
mortality rates are still among the highest in the world, they 

have declined from 1,600 per 100,000 live births in 2001 
to 327 per 100,000 in 2013.10 

And many brave and committed Afghans in civil society 
and progressive women parliamentarians continue to 
challenge the subordinate status of women, hold the 
powerful to account for their actions and play a crucial role 
in the emergence of a nascent culture of human rights and 
gender equality in Afghanistan.11

Women’s rights at risk 

Despite this progress, patriarchal structures and deep-
rooted discriminatory gender norms continue to pervade 
all levels of Afghan society, meaning that huge challenges 
remain for the vast majority of women and girls, particularly 
in rural areas. These challenges highlight again that new 
laws and a more enabling policy framework on their own are 
not enough to address entrenched gender discrimination, 
and that Afghan women themselves must be supported in 
their struggle for gender justice on the ground.  

Violence and the threat of violence against women and 
girls in the home and in public spaces remain endemic 
across Afghan society. For instance, a 2008 survey found 
that 87% of women have experienced at least one form 
of domestic abuse and 62% of women have experienced 
multiple forms of abuse.12 Such violence prevents women 
from enjoying their full range of rights, and stifles their 
ability to contribute to political, social and economic life, 
which hampers the country’s development. 

Women’s representation in many areas of public life 
remains low;13 Afghanistan still has one of the lowest 
literacy rates for girls, and shortcomings in the health 
system have serious repercussions for women; weak 
access to justice and inadequate financial and human 
resourcing undermine enforcement of the EVAW law and 
the NAPWA; and there are consistent attempts by armed 
opposition groups and conservative elements both within 
and outside government to deny women their rights, by, 
for instance, eroding their hard-won constitutional and 
legal gains. For example, in 2013 there were efforts to 
put stoning on the country’s Penal Code as a punishment 
for adultery.14 There is also concern that, rather than 
being preserved as a separate act in order to signal the 
importance of ending violence against women, the EVAW 
law will be subsumed within a proposed new Penal Code 
(which will consolidate all Afghanistan’s criminal laws), and 
that some of its provisions – a number of which have been 
controversial amongst some parliamentarians – will be lost.
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Impacts of insecurity and violence

As well as being a gross violation of human rights, violence 
against women and girls is a concerning indicator of 
both development and security progress in Afghanistan. 
Perpetrators are rarely brought to justice, sending a clear 
message of impunity to those who wish to prevent Afghan 
women playing a meaningful role in Afghan security and 
the country’s future. In fact, as set out below, available 
data indicate that women are more likely to be prosecuted 
for attempting to flee violence than perpetrators are for 
committing it.

Furthermore, government negotiations with the Taliban, 
who have killed more women leaders than any other 
opposition group, have prompted serious concerns among 
many women’s rights activists that a political deal could 
include a blanket amnesty to perpetrators of grave human 
rights violations.16 

A 2011 ActionAid survey of 1,000 women found that 86% 
were worried about a return to Taliban-style government. 
Now, as NATO troops get ready to hand over control of the 
country’s security to government forces, Afghan women 
continue to express concerns.17 Insecurity and Taliban 
insurgencies in several provinces have intensified, putting 
women’s rights in danger and their lives at risk.18

There is evidence that the Afghan National Police (ANP) 
and Army (ANA) have become more effective in deterring 
harassment towards women in public spaces. This 
may be due to the strong efforts by women’s rights and 
civil society organisations to increase awareness about 
women’s rights provisions, such as the EVAW law. 

In contrast, in some provinces women see the Afghan 
Local Police (ALP) 19 as ‘a source of harassment and fear’ 
and ‘more violent than the regular police’, because they 
operate with impunity, particularly in remote, rural areas.20 

Furthermore, the United Nations Assistance Mission in 
Afghanistan (UNAMA) and Human Rights Watch have 
documented repeated abuses by ALP forces, including 
sexual violence and harassment.21

“This remains the most difficult country in the world to be a woman…there has been 
a huge improvement even over the last 10 to 12 years, [but] it was from such a low 
base that even now… there is a hugely long way to go.” 
Justine Greening, UK Secretary of State for International Development15

Under attack: Afghan women in  
public life 

Numerous attacks against women in public 
life were documented in 2013 alone:22

•	5 July: Former parliamentarian Noor Zia Atmar 
took refuge in a shelter for battered women after 
being attacked by her husband, and later sought 
asylum abroad

•	7 August: unknown attackers shot Rooh Gul, 
a parliamentarian in the Upper House, as she 
travelled by road through Ghazni province. She 
and her husband survived, but her eight-year-old 
daughter and driver were killed

•	 4 September: a self-described Taliban breakaway 
group dragged Sushmita Banerjee, an Indian 
woman married to an Afghan health worker, from 
her house in Paktika province, shot her repeatedly 
and dumped her body outside a religious school

•	16 September: Lieutenant Nigara, the highest 
ranking female police officer in Helmand province, 
was shot and killed on her way to work less than 
three months after the 3 July assassination of her 
predecessor, Lt. Islam Bibi

•	Hanifa Safi, the Director for Women’s Affairs 
in Laghman province, was shot dead in July 
2012 – her successor Nadia Sidiqi was killed in 
December 2012

Despite these attacks, women who hold public 
office have significantly fewer armed guards than 
their male counterparts. In the absence of effective 
security and protection mechanisms, female 
officials and human rights defenders (HRDs) are 
easy targets for insurgents and criminal groups, 
often forcing them to scale back or suspend their 
activities. Many resist, and pay the ultimate price 
with their lives.23 timate price with their lives.xviii  
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Transitional justice: is it working  
for women? 

The Government of Afghanistan has taken a number 
of positive steps to progress implementation of the 
EVAW law. This includes establishing: 183 Family 
Response Units (FRUs) in ANP offices in 33 (out of 
34) provinces to respond to cases of violence;27 one 
national and 32 provincial Commissions on EVAW to 
oversee implementation of the law;28 a database to 
record incidents of violence against women across three 
government agencies; and the first comprehensive 
progress report on implementation of the EVAW law 
produced by the Ministry of Women’s Affairs (MoWa) in 
January 2014.29  Furthermore, there are now at least 18 
shelters for women across the country, all but two of which 
are run by women’s organisations and other civil society 
groups.30

However, while reliable data on levels of violence against 
women are difficult to come by, information that is available 
demonstrates that much more needs to be done. As 
outlined earlier, one study found that 87% of women 
had experienced at least one form of physical, sexual or 
psychological violence, including forced marriage.31 

 By contrast, the first EVAW law report records an 
average of just 35 cases per 100,000 women in 32 out 
of Afghanistan’s 34 provinces between March 2012 and 
March 2013, amounting to a total of 4,505 cases.32 

The cases that reach the authorities almost certainly 
represent a tiny fraction of the incidents of violence against 
women throughout the country. Women’s distrust of 
the justice system, social stigma and threats of reprisals 
combine to prevent them from reporting. For instance, 
Gallup World Poll data on Afghanistan shows that in 
2013, only a third of women had confidence in the judicial 
system. 

However, there are signs that reporting is rising – the 
Afghan Independent Human Rights Commission (AIHRC) 
noted a 25% increase in the number of cases of violence 
against women reported to its offices in 27 provinces 
between September 2012 and March 2013, compared 
to the first half of the previous year. This could signal 
increasing awareness of women’s rights and reporting 
mechanisms, rather than an increase in incidence.33

“The last time the Taliban came they forced us to stay at home. But this time they’ll 
kill us, because we’ve done a lot for women; we’ve put a lot of bad guys in jail.” 
Afghan police woman24

The 1998 UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders 
draws on legally binding human rights standards and 
sets out clear principles for states for supporting and 
protecting HRDs in their work.25 Based on this, the EU 
has developed its own guidelines on HRDs26 which 
include commitments to cooperating with UN and other 
international and regional mechanisms for the protection 
of human rights defenders, and to support the creation 
of appropriate mechanisms in regions where they do 
not exist.

Informal justice failing Afghan 
women  

A strong preference among police and prosecutors 
for resolving cases of violence against women outside 
the judicial process and through mediation and/
or referring cases to local jirgas (traditional councils 
of elders) for arbitration is a key factor in the weak 
enforcement of the EVAW law. Jirgas commonly 
interpret Sharia and tribal customs in ways that 
are unfavourable or harmful to women and girls. 
For instance, in some instances, rapists have been 
allowed to go unpunished, women have been forced 
to marry their aggressor and girls and women have 
been given away into forced marriage to atone for the 
misdeeds of their elders, a practice known as baad.34 
Settlements reached through mediation are often not 
enforced through adequate and systematic follow-up 
measures.35

However, the number of cases tried under the EVAW law 
remains woefully low. Of the 4,505 cases recorded by MoWa 
in 2012/13, just 518 resulted in prosecution and 478 (or 
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10%) of these in convictions.37 UNAMA found that despite a 
28% rise in reporting and registration of incidents between 
October 2012 and September 2013, prosecutions rose 
by just 2%, while a disproportionate number of these took 
place in two urban areas – Kabul and Herat provinces.

These figures contrast sharply with the numbers of 
women imprisoned and prosecuted for ‘running away’ 
or ‘attempted zina’ - the act of running away in order to 
allegedly engage in extramarital sexual relations. However, 
these accusations are frequently leveled at women 
attempting to flee violence and rape. Furthermore, women 
who report rape to the authorities can find themselves 
accused and convicted of zina. In spite of directives from 
the Supreme Court and the Attorney General to end such 
practices, between March 2012 and March 2013, the 
Supreme Court recorded the convictions of 283 individuals 
- mostly women - for attempted zina in three provinces 
alone.38 And Ministry of Interior figures from May 2013 
show that 600 women and girls were imprisoned for ‘moral 
crimes’, 200 more than 18 months earlier.39 This leads to 
the conclusion that women who have experienced violence 
in Afghanistan may be more likely to face imprisonment 
than the perpetrators of violence. 

However, prison can be seen as a relatively safe place for 
women accused of ‘moral crimes’. Those not imprisoned 
often face severe violence and retribution. The AIHRC 
recorded 138 so-called ‘honour killings’ from March 2011-
2013 carried out because of ‘out of marriage relations,’ 
zina and attempted zina, or refusing to marry. Over 14% 
of these murders and sexual assaults were found to have 
been perpetrated by the police.41

The protection of Afghan women must be prioritised - Afghan women’s 
rights activists should feel safe raising their voices and concerns. 
Mary Akrami, Director, Afghan Women’s Skills Development Centre36

‘Moral crimes’ are primarily relationships or intercourse 
outside of marriage (crimes under the Penal Code 
and Sharia law), and include zina or attempted zina. 
Human Rights Watch reported in 2012 that almost half 
the women in prisons and virtually all girls in juvenile 
detention centres had been arrested after fleeing a 
forced marriage or abusive husbands or relatives.40  

Inadequate capacity and resources

Another factor impeding women’s access to justice is 
the lack of resources – human and financial – available to 
respond to cases. While there is evidence that knowledge of 
the EVAW law is improving among police, prosecutors and 
judiciary in some districts, district police stations and the 
specialised Family Response Units (FRUs) are not adequately 
equipped or prepared to deal appropriately with cases of 
violence against women.42 In Afghanistan’s deeply gender-
segregated society, many women do not report violence 
because they are reluctant to speak to male police officers. 
Yet many FRUs are staffed primarily or entirely by men, with 
the 1% of female officers concentrated in urban areas.43 

The picture regarding funds available to promote gender 
equality and women’s rights more broadly in Afghanistan is 
mixed. On one hand, Afghanistan is reported to be the top 
recipient of combined gender-related overseas development 
assistance (US$1.5 billion) globally.44 However, the reality on 
the ground is that resources for implementing the EVAW law 
and the National Action Plan for Women of Afghanistan are 
insufficient, and the key institutions and organisations driving 
the implementation of these provisions do not have the 
means to sustain their work. 

For instance, some NGOs that run services for and advocate 
on behalf of violence survivors say they have no reserve 
funds and fear they will lose their funding all together when 
donors withdraw or scale back in 2014. Meanwhile, MoWA 
reports that scarce financial resources are impeding its 
efforts to set up specialised EVAW units in all provinces.45 

In 2011, ActionAid estimated that at least US$90 million 
over five years was needed to tackle violence against 
women in Afghanistan. It would seem that a lack of 
political will, inadequate gender-disaggregated data to 
track aid spending and impacts, and corrupt use of funds 
have since combined to prevent resources reaching 
the women who need them most.46 There is also the 
danger that fiscal gaps in the Afghan budget could lead 
to ‘trade-offs’ in what gets financed, with the possibility 
that women’s rights will not get the funding levels they so 
urgently require. 
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Violence, insecurity and girls’ 
education 

Insecurity and violence continue to impede girls’ 
access to education in some parts of the country, 
especially in the south. Here, the Taliban and other 
extremists have threatened or attacked schools, 
teachers and students. Parents are less willing to 
send their children, particularly girls, to school in 
insecure areas and fewer teachers are willing to work 
where armed conflict prevails. Other major factors 
undermining girls’ access to education include 
negative societal attitudes and the lack of teaching 
facilities and female staff. 

According to the UN there were 167 attacks on 
schools and education staff by armed opposition 
in 2012. In the first six months of 2013, UNAMA 
reported an 18% increase in attacks on all schools 
and staff, compared to the same period in 2012. 
Armed groups have particularly singled out girls’ 
schools. For instance, in April 2013, 74 schoolgirls 
in Takhar were subjected to a suspected poison gas 
attack and four similar attacks took place in girls’ 
schools in the same province in the previous year. 

Afghan women lead the struggle 
for progress
Clearly the solutions to these challenges lie primarily within 
Afghanistan and the key role of Afghan women in this regard 
must be recognised and supported. Afghan women put their 
lives on the line on a daily basis to build a better future for 
their communities and country. From running services for 
and advocating on behalf of violence survivors, to influencing 
peace negotiations as members of the High Peace Council 
(a body appointed by former President Karzai to negotiate 
with elements of the Taliban), Afghan women are making a 
vital contribution to promoting women’s rights and securing 
lasting peace and development. 

Despite this, their efforts continue to be frustrated 
and undermined,47 including by the international 
community, which has failed to live up to commitments 
to ensure women’s full and meaningful participation in 
the peacebuilding and development process, including 
at international level (see box on UN Security Council 
Resolution 1325).  

Access to justice: the paralegals 
defending women’s rights

ActionAid Afghanistan’s paralegals project seeks to 
promote women’s access to justice, particularly in 
cases of violence against women and girls (VAWG). 
Issues covered include child marriage, domestic 
violence, girls’ education, and inheritance rights. It 
aims to empower women through education, rights 
awareness and strengthening women’s collective 
agency to prevent and end VAWG.

Paralegals are community women and men who are 
trained to provide legal support to women, and assist 
them in accessing and navigating the formal justice 
system. Paralegals also provide mediation in the 
informal justice system. They offer counselling and refer 
women to social, psycho-social and health services.

Paralegals are linked at provincial and national level, 
constituting a network of human rights defenders 
dedicated to increasing women’s access to justice. 

Mahjan is 40 years old and lives in the Dowlatabad 
district of Balkh province. She trained under 
ActionAid’s Paralegals programme and is now head of 
her district’s Paralegal Network.

“Women in the community are very vulnerable. They 
rarely go to school, and men don’t let them have any 
involvement in the village’s development and decision-
making. This is why I wanted to support community 
women, but I didn’t know how to start. Fortunately 
ActionAid Afghanistan established the Paralegal 
Project. I attended their trainings regularly and at the 
end, the paralegals voted for me to become head 
of the Paralegal Network. I have also been selected 
as assistant of the CDC [Community Development 
Council] Chairperson at district level.

I’m involved in district meetings where I raise issues 
on behalf of women. I help solve problems women 
face in the community, such as prohibition of girls from 
attending school after Grade 9 and violence against 
women. I encourage parents to send their daughters 
to school and religious leaders to speak out about 
human rights, child rights, the benefits of education, 
as well as violence against women.” 
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Supporting Afghan women on the ground and facilitating 
their full participation in reconciliation and transition 
processes is the best means of delivering lasting peace 
and development to the country and safeguarding 
women’s hard-won rights, which must not be allowed to 
go into reverse.  

The London Development Conference on Afghanistan is a 
crucial moment for the UK government and international 
community to commit renewed support and resources 
to Afghan women, including by initiating a revitalisation of 
the TMAF, to ensure both an enabling policy framework 
and Afghan women’s capacity to participate in its effective 
implementation. They must stand shoulder to shoulder 
with Afghan women and impress upon the Afghan 
government the importance of upholding women’s rights, 
which must not be ‘traded-off’ in light of the significant 
fiscal and security challenges. Rather, women’s rights 
should be recognised and enshrined as central to the 
country’s wider development, peace and security. The 
London Conference and subsequent spring Kabul meeting 
present  an opportunity to model inclusive and meaningful 
engagement of women in a decision-making process, and 
avoid repeating the mistakes of previous conferences, 
where women were excluded or relegated to the side lines, 
in contravention of previous government commitments  
and their democratic rights.50 

Conclusion and recommendations 

As the first international conference attended by the 
new GoA, the last before NATO’s combat mission in 
Afghanistan ends, and a vital precursor to the spring 
talks in Kabul, the London Conference is a key moment 
to acknowledge and act on the challenges that threaten 
to undermine the rights of Afghan women. It is vital 
that the UK government and international community 
send a strong message of renewed commitment to 
Afghan women’s rights and encourage the Government 
of Afghanistan to prioritise and set out its agenda to 
safeguard and promote these rights. 

ActionAid is calling on the UK 
government and international 
community to:

•  Uphold their commitments under international 
law51 to ensure Afghan women have an equal 
presence and voice – at least 30 percent – at the 
London Development Conference, the Kabul meeting 
in spring 2015, and all subsequent political, peace 
and reconciliation decision-making processes at 
national and international level. This is vital to ensuring 
Afghan women can meaningfully shape the outcomes 
to determine their country’s transition and safeguard 
their rights. This should include consulting with Afghan 
women’s rights organisations and Afghan civil society in 
advance of any negotiations.

•  Ensure women’s rights issues and women’s 
concerns and perspectives are given dedicated 
space for discussion in the core agenda, are 
mainstreamed across the issues discussed at 
the London Conference, and are captured in the 
conference communiqué. 

•  Revisit and expand the TMAF provisions and 
indicators on gender, notably implementation of 
the EVAW law and NAPWA, with a clear timetable 
and plan agreed for their resourcing and realisation. 
This is vital to ending impunity for violence, including 
sexual violence, and ensuring access to justice 
for women. Afghan women should be involved in 
creating and implementing delivery and monitoring 
and accountability mechanisms in order to ensure 
transparency, effectiveness, impact and sustainability 
of the TMAF, while increasing women’s access to 
transitional justice as a matter of urgency. 

UN Security Council Resolution 1325,48 adopted in 
October 2000, reaffirms the important role of women 
in the prevention and resolution of conflicts, peace 
negotiations, peacebuilding, humanitarian response 
and in post-conflict reconstruction. It underlines the 
importance of women’s equal participation and full 
involvement in all peace and security efforts. Six 
Resolutions on Women Peace and Security have 
followed since and governments are obliged to 
produce National Action Plans (NAP) outlining how 
they will meet their respective commitments. 

The UK’s latest NAP,49  launched in June 2014, 
states its ambition “to put women and girls at 
the centre” of all its efforts to prevent and resolve 
conflict. It promises to “ensure that women are fully 
and meaningfully represented at any international 
peacebuilding event or summit hosted by the UK, by 
encouraging government delegations to fully include 
women representatives”.
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 •  Strengthen the ability of Afghan women to 
ensure agreements made at the conference 
and beyond are realised, with new, dedicated, 
long-term funding and strategic support for women’s 
organisations covering both core and programme 
costs, particularly for organisations operating in 
rural areas and for women human rights defenders. 
These funds must be directly accessible to women’s 
collectives and organisations.

•  Work with the new Government of Afghanistan 
to finalise and launch Afghanistan’s 1325 
National Action Plan, accompanied by a clear 
implementation strategy, allocated resources and 
timeframe. Donor countries that reference Afghanistan 
in their own National Action Plans should coordinate 
their commitments to ensure these translate into 
meaningful implementation of UNSCR 1325 in 
Afghanistan.  

•  Fulfil their commitments under the UN 
Declaration on Human Rights Defenders 
by supporting the establishment, resourcing and 
implementation of an effective protection mechanism 
for Women Human Rights Defenders in Afghanistan. 
This should draw on existing guidelines for such 
mechanisms, notably the EU Guidelines on Human 
Rights Defenders.

This briefing was researched and written by Ceri Hayes, 
with editing, supplementary research and writing by Rachel 
Noble (ActionAid UK). Gallup data analysis by Garth Luke. 
Invaluable input was also provided by Khondoker Ariful 
Islam and Maliha Malikpour (ActionAid Afghanistan), Carol 
Angir (ActionAid Australia), and Rowan Harvey (ActionAid 
UK). 

ActionAid wishes to thank Gallup for granting additional 
access to its data on Afghanistan.
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