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Amnesty International USA
AFGHANISTAN ISSUE BRIEF 

Day 2 of 16 Days of Activism Against Gender Violence 2011
Afghan women’s rights must not be lost in transition 

“We all want stability and peace, but not at the price of women’s rights. We’re told that women’s rights are a development issue, not a security issue. But women’s rights are part of what the fighting is all about.”

-Afifa Azim, coordinator of the Afghan Women’s Network, an umbrella organization of over 84 NGOs and 5,000 individual members. 

“We will not abandon you, we will stand with you always…[it is] essential that women’s rights and women’s opportunities are not sacrificed or trampled in the reconciliation process.”

-US Secretary of State, Hilary Clinton speaking to female Afghan officials in 2010 

Human rights, including women’s rights, currently quiver at the chopping block as the Afghan government and its US and NATO partners seek a political solution to the conflict with Taleban and other insurgents groups in the country.  On December 5, 2011, the US government will be represented at the Bonn Conference, where the peace process will be discussed. 

Call on the US government to support Afghan women’s human rights and increase women’s participation in talks with the Taleban next month by designing a beautiful kite and sending it to Amnesty International USA by November 30, 2011.  Kite flying, a popular pastime in Afghanistan banned during the Taleban regime, can again be seen in the hills of Kabul.  Yet while Afghan women can make kites, many do not enjoy the freedom to fly them.  The kite symbolizes the discrimination that still confronts women and girls in Afghanistan.

At the start of 2010 the Afghan government began a “reconciliation” process with the Taleban and other insurgent groups.  The 70-member “High Peace Council” body established to negotiate with the Taleban has only nine women members and Afghan women’s groups have expressed their fear that their modest gains will be traded away in exchange for a ceasefire or “reconciliation.” Many women human rights defenders have been disheartened that warlords and men accused of human rights abuses continue to occupy key roles in national and provincial leadership. Petition Afghan President Hamid Karzai to guarantee Afghan women’s rights in peace talks with the Taleban and other groups and to ensure genuine and meaningful representation of women in the negotiations and follow up in line with UN Security Council Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security. 

Ten years of NATO and US presence in Afghanistan has yielded slow progress and disappointment. Despite initially high hopes, a decade after the US-led military invasion undertaken in October 2001 to remove the Taleban from Afghanistan, the Afghan government and its international supporters have failed to keep many of the promises they made to the Afghan people.  Since 2001 human rights gains have been put at risk by corruption, mismanagement and attacks by insurgent groups who have shown systematic contempt for human rights and the laws of war.  

Afghanistan has enacted some laws that appear to strengthen women’s rights. An Amnesty International scorecard on the state of human rights in Afghanistan has found some progress in enacting human rights laws, reduction of discrimination against women and access to education and health care.  The new constitution gives equal legal status to men and women and also sets aside a quota of a quarter of parliamentary seats for women. Two parliamentary elections held in 2005 and 2010 saw women take slightly more seats than their allotted quota.  A 2009 presidential decree outlawed crimes of violence against women, including sexual, physical and psychological abuse, early and forced marriage, and deprivation of access to property, education, or healthcare. The Attorney General’s Office opened several specialized units devoted to prosecuting such crimes.  Access to education has also significantly improved since 2001. Today 7 million children attend school, and whom 37% are girls, compared with less than a million students and nearly no girls under the Taleban regime. Women serve as legal professionals, including about 10% of prosecutors and judges. Women make up 20% and growing of university graduates. 

But progress for women has stagnated and in some cases regressed.   In 2010 over 74 schools, including 26 girls’ schools and 35 mixed-gender schools, were destroyed or closed due to insurgent violence.  Women candidates, politicians and human rights defenders told Amnesty International about being increasingly targeted, intimidated, threatened and attacked. Many prominent women have been killed. Physical insecurity keeps women and girls away from clinics and schools.  Maternal mortality rates have improved but remain among the highest on the planet. Since the opening of the special Violence against Women Unit in Kabul in early 2010 to date, about 564 women have bravely come forward seeking judicial justice. Yet the flawed law remains underutilized. Last year alone the Ministry of Women’s Affairs documented 6,765 cases of violence.  Couples suspected of having relations outside a marriage are still subjected to stoning in some areas of the country. Informal, custom-based justice exchanges girls and women as blood money to resolve disputes between households.  The government has recently attempted to take control over independent women’s protection centers/shelters run by NGO’s.
The human toll of the armed conflict has increased over the last decade.  In the first half of 2011 alone the UN has documented more than 1,462 Afghan civilian casualties, a record high.  Over the last three years, around three-quarters of civilian casualties have been caused by attacks by insurgent groups, and the rest by international and Afghan forces.  The conflict has left nearly 450,000 internally displaced people in Afghanistan, often relegated to extremely poor conditions with limited access to food, adequate sanitation or safe drinking water. 

The Afghan government’s international allies, including the US, have repeatedly asserted that they will not abandon the Afghan people.  Urge the US government to stand by this commitment to ensure that rights are not swept aside as the international community seeks an exit.
As part of AI USA’s 16 Days of Activism this year, urge the US and Afghan governments to support the effort and initiatives of Afghan women human rights defenders:

· Ensure substantial (at least 30% of delegation) and meaningful participation of women in peace, reconciliation and reintegration talks and follow up implementation (including the Bonn conference and any other internal or external processes). Support, including financially, national
consultations with women facilitated by women’s rights representatives and groups, from both government and non-governmental entities, in accordance with UN SC Res. 1325 on women, peace and security.
· Guarantee women’s rights and accountability for grave human rights abuses are not traded away in the transition process or in negotiations with the Taliban, former / current warlords, and other factions, including corrupt government officials at all levels. 
· Ensure women’s public participation and protect women’s human rights defenders and leaders – including women involved in the negotiations, provincial and local leaders, members of parliament, and legal professionals - and enable their work, including by protecting them from intimidation and threats.
· Support efforts to prevent and prosecute violence against women in all forms and ensure safety and assistance to victims/ survivors. Support should target strengthening the capacity and expertise of local justice institutions and related needed legal reform, and monitoring their progress and accountability.
Take Action: Tell Pres. Karzai: Human Rights must be guaranteed during Reconciliation Talks with the Taleban
Take Action: Design a Kite for Women’s Rights to Ensure US Government Support
Recommended Reading: 

Briefing Paper: Afghanistan: Don't trade away women's human rights
Amnesty International’s International Secretariat has produced a short video marking the 10th anniversary of the military intervention in Afghanistan, including a short interview with AI’s Afghanistan researcher, Horia Mosadiq. Watch the video here: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GKSDERU3WRA. 
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