A Statement on Women’s Situation in Afghanistan

Dr. Sima Samar 

Head of the Afghan Independent Human Rights Commission (AIHRC)

Despite the numerous changes in the Afghan women’s life since the fall of Taliban, the expectations of substantial change in women’s situation have not been met. It is obvious that throughout the history, Afghan women have been deprived of practicing  their basic human rights, but the current situation imposes further challenges for human development in Afghanistan. 

It cannot be overlooked that due to the presence of the international community and deep interest of donor countries, significant improvements have been made in the women’s life sine 2001, but majority of the work has happened in Kabul and other major cities and the 80% of Afghan women who live in rural areas have benefitted little from the interventions to improve women’s rights and living conditions. Women’s situation is particularly poor in the areas of education and literacy, protection against violence, health, economic productivity and public participation.

Education: 
Women’s education has faced significant obstacles in Afghanistan, yet there have been enormous gains since 2002. In the early years after the fall of the Taliban, education was a top priority for the government and donors. Much of this donor focus was on getting children back into school, with a particular emphasis on primary level. The Back to School campaign, launched in 2002, significantly ex-pended enrolment, for girls, the increase has been even more dramatic, official enrolment figures have increased from an estimated 25,000 under the Taliban to 2.4 million girls currently enrolled
. However, there still remain various challenges, which need to be tackled to provide women with education facilities. In rural areas, millions of girls are missing an education due to lack of schools, security barriers, and lack of female teachers, poverty, and cultural obstacles. But still a lot of girls do not have access to education. And their basic human rights been violated. 

Violence against Women and Access to Justice: 

Women in Afghanistan continue to suffer wide spread discrimination, abuses and domestic violence. Violence against women is widespread in the Afghan society, which is widely accepted as well. The 2007 Human Development Report indicated that violence against women had reached “epidemic proportions”, and noted that forced and childhood marriages constitute 60% to 80% of all marriages. An estimated 80% of Afghan women are affected by domestic violence and half of all girls are married before the age of 16. The updated figures coming out of the recent reports and researches show no improvement in the situations, but even more deterioration. The causes of these problems are rooted in the country’s customs and traditions, weakness of the rule of law, and lack of knowledge and awareness about the rights of women guaranteed by national and international laws and so on.  
Although reports show that there is a sharp increase in the numbers of violence cases being registered AIHRC registered a number of 2765 cases of different types of violence against women last year, the majority are not reported, as there is little faith in the justice system. Frequent unjust treatment of victims deter people from reporting cases of violence and violations of women’s rights, and a culture of impunity benefits the perpetrators. In addition, a shortage of female judges and prosecutors discourages women from reporting incidents. Only 3% of judges are women and they all are based in Kabul. The impunity for the gender-based violence is a common practice in the country. 

 Health Care Problems Affecting Women: 

Access to health facilities are to some extent improved for women living in the major cities in particular Kabul, however, the situation remains catastrophic in rural areas and remote districts. Afghanistan has an estimated maternal mortality rate of 1600 deaths per 100,000 live births - one of the highest in the world. According to the Ministry of Public Health, there are some improvements and changes and these figures are reduced now. The acting Minister Suraya Dalil reports that: “maternal mortality comes down from 1,600 to 1,400 and child mortality under age of 5 years has come down from 257 to 161 annually”, However, there is still no remarkable improvement. 
 Frequent pregnancy often prevents Afghan women from pursuing an education or from taking part in economic activities. .but the reality is much worse then that, one of the main problem is lack of female health workers in the health facilities. Of course corruption and distance to the facilities put more restriction of women ‘s access to health care. The other main problem is lack of knowledge on reproductive rights does not enable the women to chose the number of the children that they would like to have. Most of the women in the rural area on their entire reproductive age, is either pregnant or breastfeeding their children . This is a major obstacle to their mobility and activities. 
Economic Conditions and Women’s Issues:

The majority of Afghan women do not have income-raising opportunities. Their main activities are unpaid agriculture labour, livestock management and family care giving. Due to severe poverty in rural areas, most families are now open to allowing female family members to undertake economic activities outside the home as long as these activities are provided through women-supervised services. However, apart from limited short-term projects offered by some NGOs, there are no such opportunities available. There is lack of job opportunity for them. Economical dependency of women, do not give them a freedom of choice and freedom of action. 

Women’ Public Participation:
There are numerous challenges to women’s presence in the public life. Cultural barriers and security and safety concerns comes first. While some reports talk about decrease of security problems compared to the past years, several reported and unreported incidents happened to the female workers of some NGOs. Hossai the 22 years old employee of an American organization in Qandahar (Shot on April 13, 2010) is one of the victims whose case is not reported. The lack of security in most part of the country limits women’s participation in social and public life.. 

Political Participation of Women

Women’s political participation is much better then any time of the history in Afghanistan. As we have a quota system for the parliament and the provincial council , but again because of their dependency to the ethnic  groups and warlords . They usually take the side of their support  people rather than independent position on human rights and women’s rights issues. A clear example was the famous Shia personal status law, which was clearly against the human rights of the women. And the women in parliament were only few who spoke out against it. 
Despite the mentioned achievements, still the women of Afghanistan face many restrictions on their political participation. Usually the male members of the family use their name during the elections, and make decision about their positions.  

The Challenges 
1- The lack of political will in the leadership in Afghanistan, and also in the international community as partner to the Afghan government and people. 

2-  Lack of security in the country is another main problem that women face in Afghanistan, which cause restriction on women movement in their daily activities.
3- The lack of rule of law, although we do have problem on the reform of the laws in Afghanistan, but even those laws are not implemented. For example the Elimination of Violence Against Women law does give possibility to protect or provide justice to women. But most of the time the judges do not apply the law.  Particularly women suffer from discrimination when they seek justice. Most of the time the gender-based violence goes unaddressed.

4- Lack of awareness and education about their rights. Since they do not know about their rights, so they can not stand to defend and protect their rights

5- Of course their economic dependency on the male members of the family restricts their ability for decision making regarding family matters.

What Should Be Done? 

1- The security should be improved, That can be done by building the confidence between the government and the public, and also building the Afghan security forces. 

2- Avoiding the establishment of parallel security forces , like tribal militia or local defence initiative because the people of Afghanistan still suffer from the violation of human rights by Dr. Najeb’s Militia.  

3- Women’s full participation should be in the main component of the reintegration and reconciliation program. Accountability, justice, and human rights Should not be undermine for short term political gain. The history in Afghanistan showed that peace will not be sustainable without women participation.  
4- Strong focus should be put on the empowerment of women through education, in all level, not only in primary level. Through education and building self confidence of women. They can stand for their rights. Education will help them to have better health and better economy and enable them to make decision about the number of their children . When they have less children then they can have time to participate on social and political activities in the country. 

5- The women existing in the country should be recognized , that they are half 

     the population. Without their participation , democracy and development cannot 

     be sustainable. 

6- When their existing is recognized then they should be included in the decision

     making level,  of course they should be supported . 
7- Their strong need to push for good governance and ending the culture impunity. 

    The continuation of impunity undermines, and reduces the trust of the people in 

    the Government. 

8- Finally the war in Afghanistan is not only the case to protect the people in

    Afghanistan, it is a war against the human dignity and it should be fought jointly

    We should remember that it can not be achieved only with military action, it does

          require long term and multi dimension strategy. 

9-We all know that development cannot happen without security, and security          cannot be achieved without respect for human rights, and must be done with women’s full participation. This is a principle which cannot be negotiated.

Thank you 
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