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In Afghanistan, we have not been in a position to implement the Cairo program.  In 1994, when the conference took place, Afghanistan was in the midst of a violent civil war.  The Soviet invasion began a 23-year period of destruction and conflict as the Cold War was fought on Afghan territory.  All sides violet the rights of Afghan women. Men victimized women even further with the claim of upholding Afghan culture and traditions and observing Islamic values. Even the UN and the so-called democratic countries indirectly supported this horrific maltreatment of women.  Fundamentalism was built and supported by outside countries as the strategy to fight the communists. 


After the fall of Najib's regime in April 1992, the constitution of the country was suspended.  During the civil war, warlords violated human rights with impunity.  Violence against women increased to  high level. The government that was in place in Afghanistan when the Cairo conference occurred was not supportive of women’s rights or reproductive health care, and, in fact, sided with other countries who opposed women’s rights at the conference.  Under these conditions, women’s reproductive health care received no attention.


1994 also was the year that the Taliban took over Kandahar, followed by Herat in 1995, and Kabul in 1996.  While none of the warring sides in Afghanistan respected the human rights of women, the actions of Taliban were the most extreme.  As the world now knows, the Taliban brutally banned women from working, prohibited women and girls from attending school, did not allow women freedom of movement, and put in place horrible restrictions on women’s access to health care. Moreover, the continuing war destroyed health care facilities.


The situation for reproductive health care for Afghan women who fled to neighboring countries to escape the war  was also very bad.  The influence of fundamentalists who oppose women’s health care has always been great in refugee camps.  Moreover, historically there has been a lack of donor interest in funding for refugee women’s health care.  Clinics in the camps were not proper clinics. There were hardly  female staff, and virtually no reproductive health care was available. There was no transportation to even the limited facilities in the cities, which were about 6 hours from the camps.  Many women would die on the way to hospitals.  


Access to health care for refugee women in cities was also very limited. When I started my work as a physician in the refugee areas in Pakistan there were virtually no maternity or other hospitals for Afghan women. The only health care was for male members of political parties.  There was very little education at all among refugee women, especially about health care.  Aid agencies were not providing family planning . Even though some health facilities for women such as mine were created, but was not enough .





The health of Afghan women has suffered greatly under these conditions.  In Afghanistan -- a country where birth control was banned only a year ago and maternal death rates are among the highest globally -- it is hard to think about Cairo.  But what is relevant about Cairo to Afghan women is the platform’s women’s rights framework.  I think  that women’s reproductive health is not possible without improving the status of women through economic and political empowerment. At the same time, it is also clear that this empowerment is not possible without access to reproductive health care and the knowledge and means to control the number and spacing of children.  For women’s health to improve and for women’s lives to be saved in Afghanistan, resources and commitments are needed to make it possible for comprehensive reproductive health care and women’s empowerment to happen together.


As a physician and Director of the Shuhada Organization, which has operated extensive health and education programs in Afghanistan and Pakistan for almost 15 years, I have seen firsthand the operation of policies that separate women’s health care from women’s empowerment. Years ago UNESCO refused to print our literacy course books because we included information on family planning.  


     Before discussing the situation of reproductive health care in Afghanistan more, I want to describe what is happening today for women in Afghanistan. In the past eleven months, our country has made some improvements. With the appointment of an interim administration in December, Afghanistan began to experience some peace, but there is still a very long way to go – especially for women. Our concerns remain the most basic. How do we make women’s rights and human rights relevant once more to a population that is largely illiterate and that has known nothing but war and violence for the past two decades?  How do we rebuild a country in which the health care system, education system, and physical infrastructure have been destroyed? 


With the removal of the Taliban’s restrictions and the beginnings of a new government, women’s lives are better. Women are now allowed to work, to go outside of their homes, and to participate in society.  Schools have reopened to girls. 


The Ministry of Women’s Affairs, which was mandated as a part of the Bonn agreement, has been established.  It took months and a lot of pressure before we were even able to obtain adequate buildings for the Ministry.  But now the Ministry is running programs to help women and girls, including amongst many programs a school for married girls who are not allowed to attend normal schools, adult literacy, and computer training. Small steps perhaps, but in the context of Afghanistan, these stand as the foundations for a much broader role for women. 


After years of invisibility, women finally are gaining a public voice.  Myself and Dr. Sohaila Seddiqi served in the cabinet of the interim administration.  Two women – Dr. Seddiqi and Habiba Sorabi – are in cabinet posts for the next transitional stage of the government. I now serve as Chair of Afghanistan’s first independent Human Rights Commission.


A very exciting advance was that two hundred women were elected and appointed as delegates in the emergency Loya Jirga in June.  These women were among the most active and vocal delegates at the assembly.  Women’s speeches calling for peace, education, human rights, construction, health care, and jobs were broadcast by radio and television throughout the country.  A woman ran for president. I was elected vice chair of the Loya Jirga, defeating 27 male and female candidates in a secret ballot.  No one could have dreamed this last fall.


None of these gains for women happened automatically.  They were the results of our own very hard work in Afghanistan, along with the global solidarity of women.  But, with these advances, women in the country for the first time in two decades have felt genuine hope, pride and excitement.


However, these advances for women’s rights have come at a very steep price because opponents of women’s rights remain a strong force in our country. 


At the Loya Jirga, women delegates who dared to speak out and dared to think of themselves as human beings with rights were punished. For trying to exercise our democratic rights to speak, to vote, and to run for office, we were constantly under attack because there are still some people who refuse to acknowledge a role for women beyond the confines of their houses.    We were threatened.  


The Taliban with its decrees may be gone, but its legacy and that of others who seek to oppress women continues.  


Despite the threats, we have continued to stand up for ourselves, for women’s rights, and for a peaceful and democratic Afghanistan.  Someone has to take the risk in our country if women and girls are to have freedom in the future.  The road before us is a long one.


One of the main problem  is the lack of security.  Security very much is a women’s issue, as well as an issue for all of Afghanistan.  


Unless more security is provided and international peacekeeping troops are expanded, women’s rights and human rights will be in risk , and  the reconstruction will not be able to move forward.  Disarming the people is essential to peace and security. We need the presence of peace troops until a national army, police force, and judiciary system that enforce laws rather than rule by gun are in place.  With the recent violent attacks on girls’ schools by extremists, we can see what is happening today without adequate security.


Resources are the other part of security.  In Afghanistan, we need to build a central government capable of governing and establishing democracy throughout the country.  It must be able to provide services such as education and health.  It must be able to ensure women’s rights and human rights.


Afghanistan needs resources in order to rebuild the nation’s education and health system and its physical infrastructure. And bring peace in the country .


In the rebuilding of Afghanistan, education must be our first priority.  Schools are again open to girls. But still a lot of girls in Afghanistan do not have access to them.  


The demand for girls’ education is greater than ever.  .  But there are not enough schools to accommodate all of the girls, and the schools do not have enough resources to afford to have buildings, books, chalkboards, desks, or chairs.  Special programs also are needed to make up for the terrible consequences of the Taliban’s ban on girls’ education. The need for adult literacy programs for women is also great.


More education also is needed for boys.  The lack of education and illiteracy for boys as well as girls was one of the major factors that contributed to the current crises of the country.  Education is necessary to bring the Kalashnikov and war culture to an end. 


Women now can work.  But the majority of women have no way to earn a living, especially widows who are a very large population in our war-torn country. Programs are needed for vocational training, and not only for tailoring and handicrafts but also for non-traditional occupations such as electronics. Economic development must make it possible for women to make an adequate living to support themselves and their families.


While women now can seek medical care without restrictions, most of them have little to gain from the freedom because facilities are lacking in most areas of the country. The health care facilities in Afghanistan – especially maternity hospitals and those that provide gynecological care – are in horrible shape. The construction, repair, and upgrading of health care facilities, recruitment and training of medical staff and provision of reproductive health care services must be undertaken immediately.  


At the Shuhada Organization, we have expanded our programs in the area of reproductive health education and literacy.  These programs give women basic literacy training, education about reproductive health care, and access to contraception, usually for the first time.  Women learn about pre-natal care, when to seek treatment for pregnancy and delivery complications, and about family planning. The women are learning that smaller families result in better health for themselves and their children, better economic conditions, and more chances for their children to be educated. Women desperately want reproductive health care information.  They want to learn to read and write, and they want economic opportunities.  We do not have enough resources to meet the high demand for the courses.   


One of the other biggest problems we face is a lack of trained people in the health care and science fields.  


There also is the need for massive education about women’s rights and human rights. Women need to be made aware of their human rights and must be able to exercise these rights. Only through women’s rights and human rights education will women be able to be full participants in the political, social, and economic arenas and in our country’s reconstruction. These human rights must include access to health care especially reproductive health care and the right to education.


The Afghan human right Commission’s mandate is to develop and implement programs to promote women's rights and human rights and to investigate and monitor human rights and women's rights abuses.  The task is a large one.


As a first step, the Human Rights Commission is planning to launch and trying to find funding for a large nationwide public awareness program to provide education about international human rights and women’s rights standards and about legal rights for women in Afghanistan. The best way to reach most of the people in the country would be through radio because the majority of the people are illiterate. If people are informed about their rights, they can prevent and stop human rights abuses.  , we are trying to raise funds for an independent radio station.  





To bring about peace and stability , we must also have justice.  Education, monitoring, and investigations are necessary to achieve human rights and women’s rights in Afghanistan.  The government needs to play a role in bringing to justice human rights violators, .


Women’s participation in public decision-making is also a major concern.  Having two women in the cabinet is good, but not good enough.  More women are needed at all levels of the government and in the creation of the parliament, constitution, and judiciary. 


Another most important challenge we face is making sure that all women and men are allowed to participate in upcoming elections. While the 1964 Constitution guarantees all Afghan citizens the right to vote.   Few Afghans – and still fewer women – have ID cards. 


To remedy this situation, the new government should begin an extensive program to issue identification cards so that elections can take place. We must make sure that women receive these cards and are eligible to vote, and then we must ensure that they can exercise their voting rights. 


In Afghanistan, the door to freedom for women has opened a crack, but it will take a tremendous amount of our work within the country and much global solidarity before women and girls will be able to walk through this door.  


I hope that someday Afghanistan will not have to depend on assistance from other countries, and that someday we can be a country that helps other people in need.  But, the reality is that without assistance from the international community right now, we will never reach this point. I hope that Afghanistan is not abandoned again, and that the international commitment to the rights of Afghan women is not only symbolic but concretely extends to women’s education, women’s economic empowerment, and women’s reproductive health care. 


We would like our neighbors and the international community to see beyond their own economic and political interests and to accept Afghanistan as an independent country and Afghans as human beings who deserve peace, security, and prosperity


. I hope for a future of peace, justice, equality, and non-violent culture in the world.
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