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SummaRy
Afghan women and girls have made significant gains since 2001 in areas such as 
political participation, education and employment, thanks in part to valuable donor 
support. However, these gains remain fragile. There is a real danger that gains made in 
the last ten years will not be sustained or, worse, be reversed.
Women and girls are particularly vulnerable to conflict and insecurity. Threats include attacks 
on girls’ schools and women’s rights activists, and restrictions on freedom of movement. 
They urgently need improved security and rule of law, and better access to basic services. 
Women and girls also need major improvements in governance, including monitoring 
mechanisms that help ensure their rights are protected and promoted. Some important 
laws and policies – such as the National Action Plan for Women of Afghanistan (NAPWA) 
and the Elimination of Violence Against Women law (EVAW) – are already in place. But 
compliance remains inadequate. 
Supporting women’s political, economic and social participation is critical for the 
development of Afghanistan, and also for sustainable peace and security. 
Donors have a responsibility to support the Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan 
(GIRoA) to fulfil its commitments regarding women’s rights – financially and in making clear 
that human rights, including women’s rights, are not negotiable under any circumstances. 
Tokyo is a vital opportunity for donors to ensure that legal and policy commitments are 
translated into effective plans and actions that contribute to the realisation of women’s rights 
and to women’s political, economic a nd social participation. 

Key RecOmmendaTiOnS
We call on donors to support the GiRoa to:
•   Intensify efforts to uphold the EVAW law through increased support for police domestic 

violence units and awareness-raising campaigns 
•   Improve the Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF)’s responsiveness and account-

ability to women by accelerating female recruitment, especially in the police, and 
developing more effective military and civilian mechanisms, which are accessible to 
women, to monitor, investigate and provide justice when abuses occur.

•   Increase support to civil society, especially women’s rights groups, for service delivery 
and advocacy on women’s issues, with a focus on long-term support. 

•   Complement the work of women leaders at provincial and national levels by supporting 
the capacity building of women at community levels and enhancing their access to 
leadership roles.
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SucceSSeS SO faR
Thanks to the efforts of donors and GIRoA, and the courage 
and activism of many women, there have been significant 
gains for women and girls since 2001. These include:
•   Article 22 of the 2004 Afghan Constitution, which enshrines 

equal rights for women and men 
•    2009 Presidential Decree enacting the landmark EVAW law
•   The 2008 NAPWA and the recent initiative to develop a 

National Action Plan on UN Security Council Resolution 
(SCR) 1325

•  Creation of the first Ministry of Women’s Affairs (MoWA) 
•   Introduction of a quota system to ensure female political 

participation at district, provincial and national levels
•   A government commitment to ensure 25% of government 

jobs are filled by women
•   2.7 million girls enrolled in school compared to just a few 

thousand in 20011

•   Women are more able to participate in public life and work 
outside their homes as doctors, teachers, entrepreneurs and 
lawyers, and in the national security forces. 

challenGeS ahead
Despite the above successes, donors and GIRoA need to 
do much more to consolidate these gains and effectively 
implement important legal and political commitments.
Women still face violence and restrictions in their homes and 
workplaces, and in the public sphere. Across the country, 
many are still denied basic rights, such as access to justice, 
economic independence and basic services. Much of the 
progress has been concentrated in urban areas, with women 
in rural and remote communities often being neglected. The 
maternal mortality rate has improved but remains high, with 
one woman dying every two hours due to pregnancy-related 
causes.2 Alarmingly, 87% of women face at least one form of 
domestic violence, with some experiencing several.3

To address these challenges, donors should work with GIRoA 
and intensify efforts to improve Afghan women’s and girls’ 
access to socioeconomic and political opportunities, as well 
as increasing their opportunities to realise basic human rights. 
They can do this by prioritising three areas: 
•  ensuring aid works better for women
•  working harder to support women’s participation in public life
•   ensuring that the justice and security sectors involve women 

and respond more effectively to their needs.
The international community and GIRoA have a duty to fulfil 
specific obligations towards Afghan women and girls that 
are enshrined in a wide range of international mechanisms. 
These include the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and UN SCR 
1325, which reaffirms that women have an equal role to play 
in maintaining peace and security, and calls on all parties to 
conflict to take special measures to protect women and girls as 
well as to promote their rights.4 
By doing all this, donors can consolidate hard-won social and 
development gains, contribute to Afghanistan’s stability and 
security, and enhance the country’s economic opportunities 
and future viability.

Priority issues for donors 

1. making aid work for women and girls

International donor aid for Afghanistan since 2001 has 
helped build roads and clinics, enrol millions of children in 
school and build key state institutions. However, much aid 
has been distorted by political and military objectives instead 
of addressing the real needs of Afghan people impartially. 
Furthermore, international aid has not prioritised and effectively 
targeted Afghan women and girls, missing opportunities to 
consolidate and expand important gains.
Many donors have chosen to mainstream gender as a cross-
cutting theme throughout their development efforts. While 
necessary, this is an insufficient approach as it often means 
that gender suffers from a lack of attention and dedicated 
resources. In addition, it is difficult to assess how effectively 
gender mainstreaming is implemented and what change – if 
any – it brings about in Afghan women’s and girls’ lives.
There is also a serious lack of gender-disaggregated targets 
and gender- disaggregated data to track how aid is spent to 
benefit women. For example, much on-budget donor funding 
goes through the World Bank-run Afghanistan Reconstruction 
Trust Fund (ARTF). While the ARTF is generally well-regarded, 
most sectors funded by the ARTF do not include gender-
disaggregated targets. By contrast, education, which does 
include such targets, is one of the main aid success stories 
of the last ten years, indicating gender-disaggregated targets 
are a factor in achieving success. One welcome development 
is that the ARTF-funded National Solidarity Programme Cycle 
III has now embedded gender targets linked to milestones and 
receipt of funds within implementing partner contracts. This is 
a positive precedent that should be encouraged in other on-
budget programming.
Gender budgeting has not been a priority for either GIRoA 
or donors. Ministries such as the Ministry of Public Health 
and the Ministry of Education promote health and education 
for all. Yet women and girls face particular challenges and 
require specific steps to be taken to address their specific 
needs. Donors should support greater efforts to track, monitor 
and analyse what proportion of the national budget addresses 
women’s and girls’ needs. 
Women’s organisations have played a vital role in delivering 
services to Afghan women and girls and in campaigning to 
uphold their rights. However, donors have tended to fund 
short-term, single-issue projects rather than provide long-term 
programmatic support. Donors working for women’s and girls’ 
rights should understand that necessary changes in social 
attitudes need long-term solutions that need sustained support 
and funding. These changes are most likely to be achieved 
through sustained efforts from Afghan civil society groups, 
which in turn require long-term, reliable funding. Additionally, 
gender-sensitivity programmes should be directed at men as 
well as at women, address how to access women, and present 
the issue of their rights in culturally appropriate ways.
One of the 22 National Priority Programmes (NPPs) is aimed 
at improving implementation of the NAPWA.5 However, as 
donors put more aid on-budget and towards the NPPs, there 
are grave concerns that – as some agencies in GIRoA lack 
either the capacity or the commitment to deliver gender-
sensitive programmes – this will lead to a reduction in support 
for projects and services that directly benefit women. Unless 
those measures outlined above, such as gender budgeting, 
are put in place, aid will have significantly less impact on 
women’s lives. 
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2. Making a reality of women’s rights to leadership  
and participation 

Thanks in part to donor support, Afghan women have 
won the legal right to participate in public life, with female 
representatives in parliament and on provincial and district 
councils. However, these legal rights are not matched by real 
acceptance and support among many Afghans. Nor are they 
matched by donors’ investment in building women’s capacity 
to participate fully. Despite the GIRoA’s commitment to 25% 
representation of women in the civil service, the numbers of 
female civil servants dropped from 31% in 2006 to 18.5% in 
2010.6

At the community, district and provincial levels, effective 
programmes are urgently needed to educate women about 
their rights and enable them to take up leadership positions. 
Such programmes should also aim to help Afghan leaders 
better understand the need to include women in decision-
making processes and structures. Programmes that provide 
training to both men and women at the local level through 
religious leaders and mullahs have proven to be successful 
and more acceptable in many cases.
This lack of female participation in decision-making is also 
reflected at the national level. MoWA has been under-
supported and under-resourced and suffers from a lack of 
strong leadership and capacity: it is seen by some donors 
as inferior to other ministries. This perception helps create 
a vicious cycle where some donors are reluctant to fund an 
institution seen as institutionally ineffective.
In addition, Afghan women play a minimal role in the peace 
processes at national and community levels, and in initial talks 
with the Taliban and other armed opposition groups. There are 
just nine female members of the High Peace Council, and 
provincial peace councils have just three female members 
out of approximately 25–30 members.7 An October 2011 
Oxfam paper found that many Afghan women feel they have 
consistently been sidelined at international conferences, such 
as the 2011 Bonn Conference, and in overseas delegations or 
attempts at negotiations with the Taliban, as well as within the 
Afghanistan Peace and Reconstruction Programme (APRP).8

There is an urgent need to find ways to include women in 
the peace processes, taking into account existing cultural 
barriers. One welcome step is the Finnish government’s 
support to GIRoA in developing its NAP 1325. However, 
GIRoA and its international partners need to do much more 
to comply with the letter and spirit of UN SCR 1325, which 
requires that women be full participants in any peace process. 
This will mean supporting women, for example in developing 
negotiation skills. 

3. Improving women’s access to justice and security 
sectors 
Recent steps by the international community and GIRoA 
to improve the quality of Afghanistan’s judiciary and law 
enforcement are welcome. However, such efforts still have far 
to go and should be intensified with special attention to the 
needs and roles of women and girls. 
Afghan women and girls are particularly affected by deteriorating 
security and rule of law, which limits their mobility and access 
to services. Women and girls face extreme discrimination 
and high levels of domestic violence. There has been a 
fundamental failure to enforce legislation aimed at protecting 
women’s rights and wellbeing, such as the EVAW law. 

Some domestic violence cases reported to the police are still 
treated outside the formal justice system, and there is also a 
lack of support for the victims of violence, for example, through 
the provision of adequate shelter services.9

Too little attention has been paid to breaking down the barriers 
that prevent women getting justice or in tackling wider issues 
such as the creation of a strong and independent judiciary that 
is sensitive to women’s and girls’ needs. The severe lack of 
female lawyers, police officers and judges, together with a lack 
of support to those within the security and justice sectors, are 
critical factors in reducing women’s and girls’ access to justice. 
As an example, many women police officers report 
experiencing harassment and sexual abuse or being assigned 
to menial tasks within the Afghan National Police (ANP).10 As 
a result, GIRoA is unlikely to make its target of 5,000 women 
police officers by the end of 2014.11 A different and more 
comprehensive approach is required that looks at educating 
police about women’s and girls’ rights and needs, educating 
communities about the benefits of female police officers, and 
supporting women police recruits within the police force. 
An Oxfam paper found that, while important steps have been 
taken recently to improve the gender sensitivity of the 
ANSF, including gender and human rights training, these 
need to be intensified in the context of transition. In particular, 
the ANP’s civilian policing role should be prioritised over its 
paramilitary functions. This should include an emphasis on 
expanding human rights, rule of law, gender-awareness and 
literacy training in order to ensure that the ANSF are able to 
understand and comply with applicable laws. There should 
be a special focus on women’s and girls’ needs, such as 
enforcement of the EVAW law, together with reforms to the 
justice system to improve women’s access to justice.12

RecOmmendaTiOnS
We urge donors to adopt two key guiding principles. First, they 
must ensure that the realisation of women’s rights is embedded 
in all aid to Afghanistan. Second, they must recognise the 
important role of civil society in delivering good quality services 
and in promoting and protecting women’s and girls’ rights. 
As the final National Priority Programmes (NPPs) are approved 
and implemented, there must be benchmarks, indicators and 
monitoring mechanisms in place to ensure that women’s and 
girls’ rights are realised. In line with the NPPs and women’s 
needs, this paper makes the following recommendations: 

Economic
•   Ensure aid prioritises women, including projects promoting 

economic and social rights, access to services, security and 
advocacy.

•   Monitor and improve efforts to mainstream women’s rights 
in all spheres of development work by ensuring that this 
work reflects the goals, activities and measures identified in 
NAPWA. 

•   Ensure women are involved in decision-making over the 
design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of 
programmes.

•   Make gender indicators, gender budgeting and gender 
auditing a compulsory component of the NPPs. 
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Security 
•   Support the development and implementation of the 1325 

National Action Plan, in consultation with women and 
girls, ensuring that it includes measurable, time-bound 
commitments for implementation and success indicators. 
The NPP Framework should be assessed for its support 
to 1325 principles and objectives. Donors should ensure 
that 1325 is incorporated in the NPPs and give priority to 
ensuring that those portions of NPPs are funded. 

•   Improve the ANSF’s responsiveness and accountability to 
women by accelerating female recruitment, especially in the 
police, and matching this with sufficient training and support 
to female recruits and programmes.

•   Support justice sector reform and the development of 
effective military mechanisms that are accessible to women 
to monitor, investigate and provide justice when abuses 
occur.

•   Fully fund existing programmes that address violence against 
women, increase donor support to GIRoA on implementing 
the EVAW law, and provide more resources for training, 
mentoring and awareness-raising that can help strengthen 
implementation and better protect women from violence.  

•   Ensure the inclusion of high-level NATO gender advisers 
in all future missions to Afghanistan and provide funding to 
expand the gender units at the Afghan Ministry of the Interior 
and Ministry of Defence.

•   Include representatives from Afghan women’s groups in 
all international conferences on peace, aid and economic 
development, and ensure consultation with Afghan women 
with regards to security forums, especially NATO summits.

•   Support the expansion of provincial domestic violence units 
of the Afghan police with adequate financial and technical 
assistance, including capacity-building programmes for 
provincial prosecution offices and courts.

•   Ensure adequate funding for establishing family courts at 
district level and support increased female recruitment into 
the justice sector to improve women’s access to justice.

Governance
•   Support GIRoA to fully and effectively implement, monitor 

and evaluate its national and international commitments as 
established by the Afghan constitution, NAPWA, EVAW law 
and international instruments such as CEDAW and UN SCR 
1325. 

•   Increase direct support to civil society, especially women’s 
rights groups, for service delivery and advocacy on women’s 
issues, with a focus on long-term programmatic support.

•   Complement the work of women leaders at provincial and 
national levels by supporting capacity building of women at 
community level, enhancing their access to local leadership 
roles.

•   Increase support to vital awareness-raising initiatives with 
girls, boys, women and men and with mullahs and other 
religious leaders about women’s rights from an Islamic 
perspective and the benefits of their social, economic and 
political participation.
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•   Ensure that the Afghan parliament and the executive pass 
and effectively implement laws intended to protect women. 
For example, the draft Family Law, which is a key legal 
framework to underpin the rule of law, has still not been 
adopted and is still awaiting revision by the Ministry of 
Justice.

•   Support reform of the High Peace Council and provincial 
peace councils, to include representatives of civil society 
as well as trained mediators and gender advisers to ensure 
a gender-sensitive peace process which includes effective 
female representation and addresses women’s needs. 
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