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agir
arbab
ashar
bad
burga

hadd

hamsaya
hijab

jihad

jirga

karmand
Loya Jirga
madrasa
mahram

Glossary

Government staff hired on fixed-term contract

Village headman

Communal, unpaid labor, based on reciprocity

Crimes ranging from saying an improper word to murder or violating
someone's namus. Fines are determined according to severity of bad
All-enveloping veil, which covers a woman from head to foot with only a
small lace to look through

Punishment laid down for acts forbidden in the Qur'an. The hadd is a right
or claim of Allah and no pardon or amicable settlement is possible once the
case has been brought before the judge.

Neighbour - also refers to tenants who are provided free lodging in return for
various domestic services

Refers to modest dress concealing a woman's body and hair. The exact "hijab
dress code' varies historically, country-wise and also among communities.
Etymological meaning is 'an effort directed towards a determined objective'.
The struggle against the PDPA and the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan
was termed a Jihad, popularly translated as 'holy war'.

Traditional informal, ad hoc local/tribal council consisting of male elders of
all lineages/and or extended families of a village or tribal group.

Permanent, tenured government staff

"Grand Council". Consultative assembly based on the tribal institution of jirga.
Institution where Islamic sciences are taught, i.e. religious school
'Permitted" category of relatives of opposite sex, i.e. either one's spouse or
close relatives with whom sexual relations are forbidden.
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mujahedin

nang
namus
gaum

shura
tarbia

talaq
zina

One who partakes in jihad. The Afghan resistance fighters to the PDPA
government and the Soviet occupation were called and called themselves
'mujahedin’.

Honor, Disgrace

Reputation, chastity.

Relative and situational concept referring to a person's 'in-group' such as
ethnic group, lineage, sub-lineage, local community or even sect
Traditional council, mainly in non-tribal areas, consisting of male elders of
community

Manners and moral quality

Divorce according to Shari'a

Adultery, fornication, i.e. sexual intercourse between persons who are not in
a state of legal matrimony.
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and comparing with international experiences. The effort that has gone into preparing
this study reaffirms the World Bank's shared commitment with the government of
Afghanistan to address the dramatic gender disparities in the country. The report is not
a policy document, but constitutes input for the Government in the ongoing debate on
women's role in Afghanistan's future. The challenge now is to formulate policies,
develop and implement reforms, in partnership between the Government of Afghanistan
and donors to provide practical and effective programs that will enable women to
participate fully in the rebuilding of Afghanistan.
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Background. Throughout the 20th century, the debate on women's rights and their role in
Afghan society has been closely interlinked with the national destiny. Women not only carry
the burden of symbolizing the honor of the family, but often are seen as embodying the
national honor as well. Gender has thus been one of the most politicized issues in
Afghanistan over the past 100 years, and attempts at reform have been denounced by
opponents as un-Islamic and a challenge to the sanctity of the faith and family. During the
years of turmoil, concerns about women's security led to the imposition of ever-stricter
interpretations of socially acceptable female behavior, supported by the most conservative
reading of the holy scriptures. Despite the rhetoric, women suffered from very serious
human rights violations throughout the conflict. While it justified itself on the basis of
protecting women, the Taliban regime's retrogressive views on gender resulted in the
opposite, as women were not allowed to work or receive even basic education, and
restrictions on their mobility obstructed their access to medical care.

With the overthrow of the Taliban regime in 2001, Afghanistan embarked upon a new
beginning, recognizing anew the contribution of the female half of its society. The Bonn
Agreement called for specific attention to the role of women and established a dedicated
government structure for this purpose, the Ministry of Women's Affairs. The core strategy
for women's advancement is defined as 'gender mainstreaming' in the National
Development Framework.

This report is intended to serve as an input for the government's efforts to address gender
disparities. The Role of Women in Afghanistan's Future synthesizes existing information and
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identifies critical areas in which gender-responsive actions are likely to enhance growth,
poverty reduction and human well-being. The extent of gender discrimination in
Afghanistan is pervasive, and the present report focuses on a few key sectors deemed
particularly important for both short- and long-term interventions. Gender gaps are
widespread in health, education, access to and control over resources, economic
opportunities and power and political voice, and while women and girls bear the direct cost
of these inequalities, the negative effects are felt throughout society.

Health. Afghanistan's health indicators are among the worst in the world, particularly in
the areas of child health and women's reproductive health. When reconstruction started in
2002, the following indicators were reported: an under-five mortality rate of 257, infant
mortality rate of 165, and estimated maternal mortality rate of 16 (per 1,000 live births);
rate of chronic malnutrition (moderate or severe stunting) around 50%; and very high rates
of disability due to polio, cerebral palsy, and conflict (including landmines). Among
children, diarrhea, acute respiratory infections, and vaccine preventable illnesses account
for 60% of deaths. Among adults tuberculosis results in an estimated 15,000 deaths per
year with 70% of detected cases being among women. Recent surveys have revealed that
almost half of all deaths among women of reproductive age are a result of pregnancy and
childbirth - and that more than %, of these deaths are preventable. Life expectancy is
estimated at 44.5 years.

A range of factors contributed to this situation, such as the lack of access to basic health
facilities - only 40% of the population is in the coverage areas of basic health facilities, and
only 9% of rural households surveyed in 2003 reported a health facility in their village;! lack
of female staff at the existing facilities particularly in rural areas; marked rural-urban
disparities in availability of health facilities; and lack of infrastructure (roads and transport)
and security that reduce mobility and access. Furthermore, the overall lack of clean drinking
water and sanitation facilities contributes to a very high level of water-borne diseases.

The alarming health conditions of Afghan women do not reflect deliberate gender
discrimination in households, but rather the result of poverty and the general lack of health
facilities, which together with a number of social factors affect women particularly hard.

1 World Bank, 2004, p. 105



Executive Summary m

These factors also include low marriage age and very high fertility among Afghan women - in
other words, too many and too frequent child-births, without access to proper health care. To
this should be added the widespread reluctance to let women seek medical assistance from
male health workers, lack of awareness of maternal health care among men and women, and
insufficient awareness of health, hygiene and nutrition.

Education. The adult literacy rate in Afghanistan is estimated to be 36%, while for adult
women it is estimated at 21%2 (2001). A significant leap in school enrollment has taken
place during the last couple of years, and more than four million children are now in school,
one-third of them girls, but this still represents only a little more than half of school-age
children and 40% of girls. These figures hide dramatic regional disparities, with girls
representing less than 15% of the total enrollment in nine provinces in the east and south.
Besides gender disparity, such figures also reflect the persistent enormous urban-rural gaps.
Furthermore, the schools are also struggling with high drop-out rates, which in 1999 were
reported as 74% for girls of grades 1-5 as compared to 56% for boys.

The government aims for 100% enrollment as part of the MDG targets for 2015, with
girls’ enrollment share being 50%. Various obstacles to achieving this goal exist, such as
lack of school facilities, in particular girls' schools in rural areas. The problem is even
greater for girls' secondary schools, which are very few and scattered. Insecurity,
combined with distance and lack of transport, prevents especially girls from accessing
school facilities. Lack of female teachers particularly in rural areas; outdated curricula
including the portrayal of gender roles; and schools lacking water supply and toilet
facilities - all work as obstacles to girls accessing educational facilities. The custom of
marrying girls off at a very young age also causes parents to consider school education for
girls as unnecessary or even wasteful, and married girls in most cases do not continue
their education.

A number of social factors have a negative impact on school enrollment for girls and on their
retention rate; The major issue here is security, as political opponents to the present
government are targeting girls' schools and carrying out terrorist attacks such as bombing or
burning down schools, and campaigning against female education. Poverty is another major

2 World Bank, 2004, p. 13. Adult literacy rate relates to the age group 15 and above
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factor; although education is free, the cost of school uniform and stationery along with loss of
girls' domestic labor/income earning activities are disincentives to enrollment for poor families.
Low marriage age in particular leads to low retention rates for girls. Finally, a key issue is
parents' negative attitude toward girls' education, particularly that of illiterate fathers'.

Work and Employment. Women play an extremely important role in all dimensions of
agricultural production. In certain regions, women's time input equals men's, but in other
regions traditions restrict their work to the household where they are involved in crop
processing (threshing, cleaning, drying, preserving) and also are in charge of most of the
household-based activities (water and fuel collection, cooking, cleaning, sewing, tailoring,
weaving, and child rearing). Women play an increasingly important role in opium
production, livestock production and processing of dairy products. Most of women's labor
is non-monetized, but they make major labor contributions to a number of marketed
products, such as dried fruits, poppy, fuel wood, dairy products and handicrafts. Women's
contribution to pastoral livestock production both for domestic consumption and for the
national and international market is high, which is reflected in a range of key export
products, such as carpets, hides, karakul skins and wool. Even when women's domestic
production such as carpet weaving forms the main income of the household, they rarely
control the marketing of these products, which is most often managed by male relatives
or middlemen.

Women's involvement in the formal sector has mainly been urban-based, as civil servants in
the health and education sectors, where they had a sizeable presence before the conflict. This
was severely disrupted by the strong restrictions on female employment during the Taliban
period. Currently, close to one-third of all teachers are female, while an estimated 40% of all
basic health facilities lack female staff, a clear constraint to delivering basic services (health, in
particular) to women.

The traditional role of women in Afghanistan is a constraint to their more equitable
participation in economic activities. In particular, female wage labor is still viewed as a
solution of last resort for households in desperate straits, and their wage rates are normally
only half the level of men's or less. Women have few marketable skills and generally poor
education, with an estimated female literacy rate of 21%. With a fertility rate of 6.3 and a
maternal mortality rate of 1,600 per 100,000, live births, reproduction and related health
issues occupy much of women's time. The absence of many services and the need to produce
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agricultural products for subsistence also imposes an opportunity cost for women who want
to join the labor market. Women often lack ownership, control, and access to productive
assets such as land, equipment and materials, and their legal right to inheritance is usually
bypassed. The lack of working capital (until recently an absence of credit as well) reduces
opportunities to start activities that require an initial investment.

Legal Rights and Voice. In Afghanistan, the patrilineal family with its notions of honor and
shame defines gender relations in terms of complementarities rather than equality. Since
women are the prime bearers of the family honor, their seclusion and chastity reflect the
honor of the extended family, which controls (and limits) their relations with the outside
world. The purdah norms to which all women must subscribe in varying degrees, on the other
hand also require the man to protect and provide for the women of the family - they are his
nang and namus (honor and reputation) and he is responsible for their well-being and for
providing for them, if he wants to be counted as a man of honor.

As citizens, Afghan women face constitutional equality but legal inequality. Furthermore, there
are great discrepancies between customary law, civil law and Islamic Law - as well as the informal
justice system, which tends to grant women even less rights. Years of conflict and violence have
further eroded the protection of women's (limited) rights, and a culture of impunity reigns as
far as violence is concerned, including violence against women inside and outside the household.
The present deteriorating security situation in many parts of the country constitutes the most
serious obstacle to promoting rule of law, respect for human rights and introduction of legal
reform, which would benefit women more than any other group in society.

The Cost and Consequences of Continued Gender Exclusion. Afghanistan is one of the
poorest countries in the world with a GDP of US $ 4.7 billion and GDP per capita of $2123
excluding illicit opiate receipts. The overthrow of the Taliban regime and the establishment
of relative peace and security in the country give the government in Afghanistan (as well as
international agencies working in Afghanistan), a rare opportunity to work towards sustained
economic development.

The structure of the economy in 2003 was heavily skewed in favor of agriculture (52% of GDP)
with smaller contributions from industry and services at 24% each. Securing Afghanistan's Future

3 World Bank, 2004, p. 2
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(2004) asserts that an annual economic growth rate of 9% over a 12-year period is needed to
achieve adequate progress toward the MDGs while phasing out the drug economy. It is highly
unlikely that such a growth rate could be tenable in the long run without making special efforts
to involve women in the development process. Clear data on the role of women in each sector
are difficult to get, partly because of the general shortage of data, and partly because in
Afghanistan, as elsewhere, women's role and contributions to the economy are often invisible
and undervalued. However, using the information available, it is possible to demonstrate the key
role women play currently as well as point towards potential contribution in the future.

The report suggests that under the prevailing social, economic and political conditions, the
main areas of intervention in support of gender equity and gender mainstreaming should be:
v substantial strengthening of women's employment in the health and education sectors, which
will have direct positive effects on girls' school enrollment, women's access to health services,
maternal mortality and general child and family health
v strengthening women's involvement in agricultural and livestock production in the
form of extension and training, credit facilities and expanding marketing opportunities
v development of socially acceptable skilled and unskilled employment opportunities for
women in the urban sector in response to the high level of poor female-headed households
v legal reforms to remove gender inequities within Family Law, in terms of marriage,
marriage age, divorce and inheritance
v collection of adequate sex-disaggregated data across all sectors to document women,s
and men's involvement and to enable monitoring of future developments and effects
of investments

These interventions call for a series of actions, including creation of an appropriate institutional
framework to support women's training, market linkages, access to credit and child care
facilities, schooling infrastructure including incentives designed to reduce the drop out rate for
girls, and maternal health care facilities to be spread out into remote rural areas. Given the
current state of data in and about Afghanistan and the limited experience with a variety of
actions, it is not possible to quantify precisely the impact of these actions. However, on the basis
of other countries’ experience, it can be shown that not only would the well-being of women,
men and children improve as a result, but that this will also have positive growth outcomes from
a country perspective. While it is difficult to quantify the benefits precisely, given the current
magnitude of gender disparities it is almost certainly the case that at the margin the direct and
indirect benefits of policy actions to address these priority areas are much greater than the costs.
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Introduction

n 2001, Afghanistan embarked upon a new beginning with the overthrow of the Taliban
regime, recognizing anew the contribution of the female half of its society. After years of
minimal involvement of women in public life, the Bonn Agreement called for specific
attention to the role of women and established a dedicated government structure for this purpose,
the Ministry of Women's Affairs. The core strategy for women's advancement is defined as ‘gender

Progress towards gender equality is a critical issue for us. ..... First we will adopt measures
to restore those rights to our women and girls that they were denied because of the
segregationist policies of the Taliban and the threat to their personal security during periods
of conflict. To support this, we will need to create women's specific opportunities that will
allow them to catch up with men and boys. Particular concerns are the re-instatement of
women in employment and income-earning opportunities, up-grading women's
professional knowledge which has fallen out of date because of their years of exclusion, and
enhancing their management skills and familiarity with modern technologies in the work
place. These will call for specific programs directed to enhancing the capabilities of our girls
and women.

After two decades of conflict, destruction and massive displacement of its population,
Afghanistan is faced with unprecedented challenges and the daunting task of building
institutions and capacity to forge a pathway to progress, outlined in the strategic document
Securing Afghanistan's Future in March 2004. The successful conduct of the Constitutional
Loya Jirga in December 2003 and the Presidential Election in October 2004 constituted
important milestones in this regard.
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Despite Constitutional gender equality before the law since 1964, the legal framework
guiding Afghan women's lives consists of a mixture of customary law, Islamic Law and
traditions, all of which stress the complementarities of male and female roles more than their
equality. Within this larger framework, there are considerable regional differences in the
position of women and even more, between rural and urban areas and between educated and
non-educated groups in society.

Objectives and Process of the Country Gender Assessment

In support of the government's efforts and policies, the World Bank has prepared this
Country Gender Assessment to identify critical areas in which gender-responsive actions
are likely to enhance growth, poverty reduction and human well-being. The extent of
gender discrimination in Afghanistan is pervasive, and the present report focuses on a few
key sectors deemed particularly important for both short and long-term reconstruction.
Gender gaps in Afghanistan are widespread in health, in education, in economic
opportunities and in power and political voice. While women and girls bear the direct cost
of these inequalities, and the negative effects are felt throughout the society. The Country
Gender Assessment makes the case that improvements in women's situation are essential for
the reconstruction of the country - and that sizable investments in this regard will yield
large benefits.

Political and social turmoil allowed little research and national level data collection in the past
few decades, and few empirical analyses have been conducted, leading to a gap in systematic
knowledge about gender relations beyond anecdotal evidence. As a result, the approach
chosen here has been to assemble a situational report covering the main issues in key sectors
of gender inequality such as health, education, agriculture, employment and legal rights. The
objective of this Assessment is to identify the key issues relating to gender mainstreaming in
the Afghan context, notably to women's involvement in the development process both as
beneficiaries and contributors. In order to achieve this objective, the approach chosen has
been on the one hand to document the unequal access to services, resources and economic
opportunities and the major obstacles to achieving equity, and on the other hand to
document women's significant but largely ignored, contribution to the household and
national economy, and the constraints to expanding women's economic role. This
documentation of the equity deficits for women in various sectors is put in a wider gender
perspective in the chapter on women's legal position and voice inside and outside the
household, where some of the most deep-rooted factors behind the present gender inequity
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can be identified in the form of women's highly unequal legal position and almost complete
lack of voice at all levels of society.

As part of the process of formulating the Country Gender Assessment, a workshop was held
in Kabul in September 2004, to which a wide range of international and national agencies!
active in the various sectors covered by this report were invited. The goal was to gather
information about good practices and lessons learned and to benefit from the insight gained
by various agencies that have been working in Afghanistan in some cases for more than two
decades and whose expertise too rarely is drawn upon outside their own programs. Almost
three quarters of the participants were Afghans, which also reflects the considerable local
competence which has been built up over the years.

The Gender Context

In Afghanistan, the role of women and their position in the society are inextricably
interlinked with the national destiny. Women are symbols of family honor but also carry
the burden of embodying the national honor and aspirations of the country. Gender has
thus been one of the most politicized issues in Afghanistan over the past 100 years, where
many reform attempts rightly or wrongly have been condemned by opponents as un-
Islamic and a challenge to the sanctity of the faith and family. Notions of honor and shame
underpinning cultural norms and practices emphasize female modesty and purity and
define men as breadwinners and the protectors of the family. In 1929, the reformist king
Amanullah's government fell soon after he tried to impose social reforms, including the
abolition of purdah (separation and veiling of women) and establishment of coeducation.
It took another 30 years before Mohammad Daoud, the then Prime Minister, in 1959,
officially encouraged women to give up purdah and challenged the view that full veiling was
a religious obligation. In the late 1970s, the leaders of the Communist (PDPA) regime
which took power in 1978 pushed new reforms including elimination of the "bride-price"

1 International Rescue Committee, CARE, Swedish Committee for Afghanistan, Afghanistan Institute of
Learning, Medica Mondiale, International Medical Corps, OXFAM, Relief International, Swedish Committee for
Afghanistan, Terre des Hommes, BRAC, CARE, Coordination for Humanitarian Assistance, Mercy Corps,
Parwaz, Relief International, UNIFEM, WAO. Afghan Independent Human Rights Commission, Afghan
Women's Education Programme, Afghan Women's Network, Afghan Women's Skills Development Programme,
International Organisation for Migration, Medica Mondiale, Afghan Liberal Party, All Afghan Women's Union,
D..E.D, GTZ, , Irshad Women and Children Association, Joint Election Membership Board, Swiss Peace,
UNDP/MoRRD
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and forced adult education for women, which caused much of the rhetoric of the
opposition to the PDPA-regime and Soviet occupation, to be formulated as a "jihad" and
as protecting women from communist forces bent on destroying their purity and Islamic
values. Men's primary role thus became as Defenders of the Faith (mujahedin) and
Protectors of the Honor of the Nation and the Family. In the 1990s, women's rights in
Afghanistan remained a divisive issue. When the PDPA regime finally collapsed in 1992,
and a coalition of mujahedin parties was installed in Kabul, decrees were announced
instructing women to observe hijab i.e. covering of the head, arms, and legs. Local
commanders in other cities announced similar decrees.

During the conflict and civil war in the 1980s and 1990s, particularly between 1992 and
1995, armed factions turned the traditional norms of honor and shame into weapons of
war, engaging in rape and sexual assault against women of opposing groups as an ultimate
means of dishonoring entire communities and reducing people's capacities to resist military
advances.2 In response, concerns about women's security led to the imposition of ever
stricter interpretations of what constitutes socially acceptable behavior, supported by the
most conservative reading of the holy scriptures. This development culminated under the
Taliban regime whose views on gender denied women any role outside the immediate
family and resulted in policies violating the very honor and sanctity of the family which
they claimed to defend and relegated gender discourse to the realm of religious
interpretations.

The definition of gender roles is so central in Afghan society and culture, that any perceived or
planned changes require consultations not only with the household but also with the larger
community. Men and women to a large extent share the same cultural ethos and values,
including their conception of gender roles, and they seek to validate these within their
communities. Years of turmoil have furthermore left communities to their own devices,
strengthening the inherent distrust of external authorities and increased reliance upon
conservative values. The remarkable social cohesion, which has brought the Afghan population
through the years of turmoil with less scars than could be expected, also includes strict social
norms and control of conformity with these norms. Hence any perceived attempt of inducing
change requires solid consultation with and consent among the affected communities.

2 Amnesty International, 1999
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Box 1 : Chronology

1880-1901

1901-1919
1919
1919-29

1929
1930-33
1933-73
1949

1950

1963

1963-73

1971-73

1973

1975
1977

1978

1979

1989

1992

1994
1996

1998
1999
2001

2004
2004

Amir Abdur Rahman. Attempt to abolish levirate, raise the marriageable age, and grant women divorce rights
under specific circumstances.

Amir Habibullah. Putting a ceiling to marriage expenses. Killed in 1919.
Third Anglo-Afghan War whereby Afghanistan regained full independence.

King Amanullah. Afghanistan's first Constitution and legal reforms introduced. Attempt to modernize society
and culture. Marriageable age for women raised to 18 years and for men 21 years. Polygamy abolished.

King Amanullah exiled as a result of tribal uprising against reform policy. Civil War.
King Nadir Shah. Installed with support of tribes and religious establishment. Assassinated in 1933.
Zahir Shah reigns.

Election reforms result in liberal parliament. Marriage Law passed. Purdah is made optional; women enter
University, workforce and government.

Crackdown on nascent opposition and end of liberal experiment. Sardar Daoud becomes Prime Minister in
1953. Rapprochement with the Soviet Union.

Daoud forced to resign, mainly because of authoritarian style of government and strained relations with
Pakistan. Constitution, and first nationwide election.

Constitutional monarchy and parliamentary democracy installed. Failed due to lack of enactment of the
Constitution and not legalizing political parties. Formation of Communist groupings and of Islamist groupings,
which increasingly clash at the university campus.

Severe drought resulting in famine mainly in Central Afghanistan. Government perceived as inactive and unable
to manage the crisis.

Coup d'etat by Sardar Daoud assisted by Communist group Parcham. Reform policy started, and restrictions on
political opponents.

Attempts of Islamic insurgency failed. Clamp down on Islamic opponents.

New Constitution. Civil Code and Penal Code (based on Shari‘a but no hadd punishments). Women get equal
rights to institute divorce cases. Family Courts established. Clamp down on communist opponents.

Saur Revolution: Bloody coup against President Daoud by united communist groups Khalg/Parcham (PDPA).
Nur Mohammad Taraki as Prime Minister. 1977 Constitution abrogated. Decree No. 7 confirms equal rights
for women, regularizes dowry and marriage expenses and forbids forced marriages. Decree No. 8 introduces
comprehensive but ill-founded land reform.

Widespread popular insurgency, followed by brutal suppression. Infighting in the PDPA and Taraki killed and
replaced by Hafizullah Amin. In December, 50,000 Soviet troops invade the country. Hafizullah Amin is killed,
and Barbrak Karmal installed as President.

Withdrawal of Soviet troops. Mujahedin control most of countryside, increasing number of refugees escape
fighting and destruction. Over the next decade, the number of refugees reaches around six million.

President Najibullah agrees to step down and mujahedin coalition takes over Kabul. In-fighting over the next couple
of years leads to the destruction of Kabul and Kandahar. Decree on hijab issued restricts women's public appearance.

Emergence of Taliban.

Taliban conquer Kabul, Najibullah executed. Ban on women's employment, girls' schools closed, full purdah
imposed on women and ban on men shaving their beards.

Taliban conquer Mazar-i-Sharif, the last major city controlled by Northern Alliance.
The UN imposes sanctions against Afghanistan. Drought hits the country.

Third year of drought. Taliban regime falls. Signing of Bonn Agreement. Hamid Karzai chosen leader of Interim
Government.

New Constitution agreed by Loya Jirga.
Presidential Election.
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Today, the estimated population of Afghanistan is around 24 million and it has a per capita
GDP close to US$315 (including the opium economy), which is one of the lowest in the
world. Moreover, the country's social indicators are among the worst in the world, and with
large gender gaps3. Afghanistan has some of the worst health, educational and economic
indicators in the world. Two decades of internecine warfare have led not only to a breakdown
of infrastructure and services, but also have destroyed the livelihood of the people and
contributed to the downward trend of women's rights. By the end of 2001 government
services, including health care and education, had stopped functioning, resulting in
significant negative impacts particularly on women and children. According to the National
Human Development Report (2004) Afghanistan ranks 173th out of 178 countries in the
UN's Human Development Index and when in terms of its Gender Development Index
only Niger and Burkina Faso are placed lower. However, parallel with the gradual
development of democratic institutions since 2002, there is growing awareness at all levels
of Afghan society that economic and social progress requires contribution by all active and
able human resources including women.

Policy and Institutional Framework to Advance Women's Status
The Ministry of Women's Affairs (MoWA) was established by the Bonn Agreement and was
tasked by the interim and transitional governments of Afghanistan with responsibility for
advancing the role of women. Although new as a Ministry, a precedent institution for the
promotion of women has existed since 1928, when 'Society for the Protection of Women'
was established. As a quasi-government body, the "Society' has faded or flourished with the
changing values of the Afghan political leadership throughout the 20th Century.

The MoWA carries responsibility for leading and coordinating government efforts to
advance the role of women in all spheres of social life so that gender disparities are reduced
and progress towards gender equality is gradually achieved. Ultimately it aims to lead and
coordinate inter-ministerial gender policy and strategy development, but recognizes a
prior need to build understanding and capacity throughout the government for gender
analysis to promote broad-based ownership and commitment. Its key functions are
advocacy, technical support, coordination, and monitoring of progress. It attempts to
influence sector strategies, lobby national institutions, and support project

3 World Bank, 2004, p.3
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implementation. The MoWA's intended key structural relationship with line ministries is
via Gender Focal Points, and by deputing members from its Advisory Group on Gender4
(AGG) to the national program Consultative Groups (CGs) which coordinate planning
and strategies. The National Development Framework defined gender mainstreaming as
the core strategy for advancing women's role, and from its inception the MoWA's priority
concerns have been female education, reproductive health, economic development and
legal access. The MoWA formulated a five-pronged strategic plan for 1383-7, and
beyond. This was presented to the National Budget Committee as the MoWA 1383 Public
Investment Program in Advocacy and Support for the Integration of Gender into the NDB.

The MoWA has drawn upon its linkages with donors, UN and NGO agencies, largely but not
exclusively through the AGG, to advocate and mobilize support for women around critical
events. These have included the initiation of a common 'Platform For Action’ for the
Constitutional Loya Jirga and capacity building of candidates; practical suggestions to the

Table 1: MoWA 1383-7 Strategic Objectives for Women's Advancement

Capacities second chance, accelerated learning for women and youth®

Opportunities skills building for sustainable income and poverty reduction, with
rural focus

Empowerment promoting women in decision-making in governance structures

Security promoting legal and physical protection for women, including
from exploitation

Capacity building for gender analysis, policy development and budgeting in key
ministries

4 The Advisory Group on Gender is a one of six cross-cutting groups (others being Human Rights, Environment,
Humanitarian Affairs, Monitoring and Evaluation and Counter Narcotics) whose members are deputed to the
national program Consultative Groups to represent their specific concerns and needs. Its membership is proposed
by government to be around 15-18 persons drawn from among those donors and UN agencies who had stated
interest in the cross-cutting issue, plus appropriate civil society representation. The AGG has become a larger
amorphous interest group which increases potential for information sharing, but reduces potential for decision
making on policy or strategy direction

5 With special focus on 15-24 year olds, to address Millennium Development Goal on Gender Equity
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Electoral Commission on inclusion of women in voter registration and support to civic
education for women at provincial level. However, its capacity to fulfill its mandate to support
mainstreaming of gender analysis and policy direction is still weak and its role as advocate with
national institutions on generic socio-cultural gender issues that are not the specific
responsibility of any particular body remains somewhat discreet

Non-Government Organizations (NGOs)

Both international and national agencies have invested in women's programs for almost a
decade, and several offer sound field-based experience and have qualified female staff, who
worked illegally under burgas and with mahrams throughout the years of women's exclusion
from all public life. Such women today represent a new category of working women, many
of whom have the important experience of working effectively in rural areas. Their support
to women's health, education, community processes and income generation have now been
augmented by a plethora of new NGOs bringing additional support by way of micro-
finance, small business development, human rights education, legal advice and literacy,
advocacy, and protection of women and girls at risk. The Agency Coordinating Body for
Afghan Relief (ACBAR) is the largest network of international and national NGOs and has
established its own NGO Gender Advocacy Group; it has also nominated a representative
from international and a national women's NGO as members of the MoWA AGG.





