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Q. Afghanistan’s presidential 
elections are scheduled to take 
place in April 2014. What needs 
to be done to ensure that the elec-
tions will be fair and inclusive 
and lead to results that would be 
acceptable for a majority of the 
population? 

Ján Kubiš:  First of all, we all 
must acknowledge and under-
stand that these elections are Af-
ghan-led and Afghan-managed. 
There is no and there will be no 
foreign interference, and we are 
taking very seriously the state-
ments of the authorities that there 
will be no internal interference. 
We [UNAMA] have been called 
upon to provide support and we 
have also been asked to provide 
technical assistance. We have 
been asked to continue with ca-
pacity building, notably, of the In-
dependent Election Commission 
and other institutions that are ac-
tive in the area of elections. 

No doubt, not necessarily the 
United Nations, but the interna-
tional community will be asked 
to provide financial support and 
eventually, I assume, that ISAF 
[International Security Assistance 
Force] will be called upon to help 
with certain logistical and, per-
haps, security support as far as the 
election is concerned. 

What is very important for us 

– as UNAMA and UNDP Elect 
[UN Development Programme 
Enhancing Legal and Electoral 
Capacity for Tomorrow, a vehicle 
through which the international 
community supports Afghan 
electoral authorities to plan and 
conduct elections] – is to bring 
into the political discourse, to the 
attention of the authorities and 
institutions, including the Parlia-
ment [the Wolesi Jirga and the 
Mashrano Jirga], the best practic-
es based on basic principles that 
should underpin any good quality 
election. 

The people of Afghanistan 
would like to have better elec-
tions than previous ones. The 
previous one was criticized, and 
we, the UN, were criticized, for 
being part of the problem, and 

not always the solution.  So this 
time we should not be part of the 
problem. We should be part of 
the solution, while respecting the 
lead role of Afghanistan. We can 
help by bringing to the attention, 
for example, any proposals which 
may not necessarily be in line with 
the basic principles of indepen-
dent institutions, or for having a 
functioning electoral adjudication 
mechanism for fraud mitigation 
and prevention measures. 

We will not only provide direct 
expert assistance and advice. We 
will also speak out about prin-
ciples and best practices, and we 
will try to influence the think-
ing in a positive way – this is not 
interference, but influence – of 
those that are taking decisions. 
This approach will help increase 

trust and belief among the peo-
ple so that they can see that it is 
worthwhile and necessary to take 
part in the election. Only with this 
broad participation in the election 
can you get the necessary degree 
of legitimacy for the new team 
that will come.

Q. How important is this elec-
tion for the future of Afghani-
stan?

Ján Kubiš:  It is crucial. It is 
the end of one stage of the de-
velopment of Afghanistan, and 
the beginning of a new phase of 
the development of Afghanistan.  
The previous stage was very much 
under the influence of ongoing 
military operations, the engage-
ment of ISAF and foreign military 
forces     Continued on page 2 >> 
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here.  The next stage will be with-
out this. 

The political transition is cru-
cial not only for the development, 
but also for the stability of the 
country. It is only with a smooth 
and transparent political transi-
tion, and with the emergence of 
a new leader and new team that 
have legitimacy and the broad 
support of the population, that we 
can enter this new building phase 
of Afghanistan – building on the 
achievements of past 11 years, but 
also taking into account the fact 
that it is Afghanistan and all of 
its people that have a say in their 
future.

This would also help in creating 
the fundamentals for the comple-
tion of peace and reconciliation ef-
forts. You must have a strong and 
well-supported team to be able to 
engage with those who are cur-
rently fighting the Government. 
So it is extremely important for 
the people to feel that they are 
empowered through a credible 
election and that their voices are 
heard. 

At the same time, it is vital to 
understand that this election – 
and the quality of this election – is 
extremely important for the inter-
national partners of Afghanistan. 
Many of them are willing to pro-
vide massive support for the coun-
try in the Transformation Decade 
that follows 2014. But they are not 
ready to support a leadership that 
would be elected through any sort 
of fraudulent process that takes 
away from the necessary degree of 
legitimacy. 

Q. What role is UNAMA play-
ing in Afghanistan’s peace and 
reconciliation process? 

Ján Kubiš:  We are not starting 
from scratch in this respect. Peace 
and reconciliation is something 

lation to peace and reconciliation 
efforts, I believe that after 2014 
there will be a notable need to still 
provide support here. As well, I 
think that a successor to UNAMA 
would need to provide support in 
the area of regional processes; and 
a comprehensive approach would 
be needed towards the issues of 
human rights and women’s rights. 
UNAMA can play a role here in 
the coordination of international 
players and in the better coordi-
nation of the UN family of agen-
cies, funds and programmes.  

I don’t think that it is possible, 
in this initial period, to achieve 
this coordination of a compre-
hensive approach using the more 
traditional system of UN system 
entities ‘self-coordinating’ them-
selves. I think that the situation in 
the country will require strong co-
ordination where civilian efforts 
are concerned and this would re-
quire a body like a re-organized 
UNAMA. As well, although it is a 
separate and sometimes indepen-
dent activity, we may still have a 
certain role in helping facilitate 
humanitarian assistance. 

With the success of the Trans-
formation Decade, I assume that 
there will come a time when it will 
be possible to start talking about 
changing to the usual model for a 
UN presence, a traditional model, 
centred around a UNDP Resident 
Coordinator – but I don’t think 
that this will happen quickly or 
soon after 2014. There is a need 
to have some sort of transition pe-
riod for a certain number of years.

Q. How do you see Afghani-
stan’s human rights situation de-
veloping after 2014?

Ján Kubiš:  The protection 
of human rights is vital for the 
people of Afghanistan. We moni-
tor and are fully aware of their 
concerns in this area and our re-
sponse Continued on page 3>>                             

we have the capabilities that may 
be needed sooner rather than 
later, and for that, I can confirm 
that we are ready to deploy this 
potential in the service of peace 
and reconciliation. 

Q. The new mandate calls for 
an enduring partnership for Af-
ghanistan’s so-called Transfor-
mation Decade. What role should 
UNAMA play after 2014? 

Ján Kubiš: I believe that there 
will still be a lot of continuity, 
however, under different condi-
tions and in a different environ-
ment after the departure of ISAF, 
with a sovereign Afghanistan in 
the lead of all of the country’s pro-
cesses.

Indeed, what we are hearing 
from our government interlocu-
tors is for more of a United Na-
tions presence although operating 
differently, given the new reality 
on the ground. 

In many respects, we will not 
have any discontinuity, at least 
initially, in those first several years 
after 2014, because there will be 
certain processes that will most 
likely require the engagement of 
UNAMA’s successor special po-
litical mission. For example, in re-

that UNAMA has been support-
ing over many years through ac-
tivities like the APRP [Afghani-
stan Peace and Reintegration 
Program], through activities like 
the Afghan Peoples’ Dialogue on 
Peace, through the activities of 
our 14 field offices which are en-
gaged in dialogue with Provincial 
Peace Councils, with ulemas and 
tribal leaders.

 Our message is, essentially, a 
message of peace. Only by build-
ing peace can we contribute to 
the economic and social develop-
ment of the country, and address 
its persistent humanitarian crisis. 
For this to happen, a culture of 
peace must be promoted and this 
is what we are doing: enhancing 
our cooperation with the Gov-
ernment of Afghanistan, with the 
High Peace Council, and with 
other stakeholders, in their efforts 
to start a real dialogue of peace 
and, eventually and hopefully, 
provide support in peace negotia-
tions, as appropriate. 

We take seriously that this pro-
cess should be Afghan-owned and 
Afghan-led and that is why we are 
here and offering our services – 
but it is dependent on the wishes 
of the stakeholders. I believe that 

“The concern 
of Afghans for 
human rights 
is a signal that 
there is a need 
for a strong 
body – like the 
United Nations 
that would act 
as an advocate, 
promoter and 
protector of 
human rights.” UNAMA’s Sayed Mohammad Shah interviews Special Representative Kubiš. (Photo: Fardin Waezi)

Ján Kubiš speaks with the Afghan Ambassador to the UN, Zahir Tanin, 
at the Security Council debate in March. (Photo: Rick Bajornas)
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is that we should become even 
more active in this area. 

The concern of Afghans for hu-
man rights is a signal that there 
is a need for a strong body – like 
the United Nations, with a proven 
track record in the area of human 
rights, women’s rights, children’s 
rights – that would act as an ad-
vocate, promoter and protector of 
human rights; and we will, frank-
ly, be on the back of the authori-
ties in case they would not deliver 
on this or not have the capacity to 
deliver on this. 

We would always be partners 
with Afghanistan, strengthening 
and reinforcing the steps adopted 
by  the institutions and authorities 
of the country to improve human 
rights. But we would also bring to 
their attention any deficiencies in 
the system, any problems or gaps, 
with recommendations on how to 
improve and then try to mobilize 
support from the international 
community to help Afghanistan 
to deliver better on this. So I see 
this area as increasingly important 

can best work towards building 
a more stable Afghanistan after 
2014? 

Ján Kubiš:  First of all, I am 
happy to see that there is an active 
and vibrant civil society here. And 
this is not only in urban areas; it 
includes Afghanistan’s rural areas. 
It gives hope for the future. 

I strongly encourage civil so-
ciety groups to continue to be ac-
tive, to continue to be vocal and 
continue to show their resilience 
as they work towards a better fu-
ture for the country. I would add 
that we, the UN and the interna-

Q. On a more personal note, 
you have been the top UN official 
in Afghanistan for more than a 
year now. What has made the big-
gest impression upon you so far?

Ján Kubiš:  Quite simply, the 
resilience of the Afghan people. 
I admire how after these decades 
of catastrophes, war and other 
problems, Afghanistan and its 
people – and it does not matter 
which ethnicity, whether they’re 
from the north, south, east or 
west – are pushing for and work-
ing towards a better future for 
the country. And, although at 
this point of time, there may 
be uncertainty about what ex-
actly the situation will be like, 
they are still ready to invest in 
the future of the country and in 
the future of their families. This 
is admirable, especially as it is 
likely that no other people has 
suffered as much as the people 
of Afghanistan in recent, mod-
ern history. I am very grateful 
to have this opportunity to work 
with the Afghan people and play 
a role in supporting them on 
their path to peace and stability 
and brighter future. 

those solutions. 
Also, I would want to have civil 

society groups know that they 
should not be discouraged. Some-
times, it takes time to achieve cer-
tain goals. Do not be discouraged 
that now, in this time of change, 
there are many uncertainties. 
Things will eventually settle down 
and Afghanistan will continue to 
be a strong country. It will have its 
problems and its challenges, but 
these will be solved with the con-
tributions of civil society. You will 
overcome challenges before you 
and we will be very happy to be 
partners with you in this.

“I admire how after these decades of 
catastrophes, war and other problems, 
Afghanistan and its people are pushing for 
and working towards a better future for 
the country.”

The United Nations Security 
Council unanimously adopted a 
resolution on 19 March 2013 re-
newing the mandate of the UN 
Assistance Mission in Afghani-
stan (UNAMA) for another year. 

While reaffirming its strong 
commitment to the sovereignty, 
independence, territorial integrity 
and national unity of Afghani-
stan, resolution 2096 mandated 
the UN special political mission 
– which was established in March 
2002 – to undertake a range of ac-
tivities as Afghanistan continues 
its political and security transi-
tion. 

The coming years for Afghani-
stan are seen as key to its future. It 
is due to hold a presidential elec-
tion on 5 April next year, mark-
ing an end to the second term of 
the incumbent, President Hamid 
Karzai. 

The political transition coin-
cides with a security transition 
currently underway, which is see-
ing the Afghan authorities take 
over responsibilities previously 
assumed by international allies. 
Also, in 2015, Afghanistan is due 
to hold elections for the Lower 
House of Parliament (‘Wolesi 
Jirga’).

The following are key points 
from resolution 2096:

Elections: 

• UNAMA will support, at the 
request of the Afghan authorities, 

the organization of future Afghan 
elections, including the 2014 presi-
dential and provincial council elec-
tions.

• While strengthening the sustain-
ability, integrity and inclusiveness 
of the electoral process, UNAMA 
will provide capacity building and 
technical assistance to the Afghan 
institutions involved in the elec-
toral process.

Peace and reconciliation: 

• UNAMA will provide outreach 
as well as good offices to support, 
at the request of the Afghan Gov-
ernment, the Afghan-led and Af-
ghan-owned process of peace and 
reconciliation.

• UNAMA will propose and sup-
port confidence-building mea-
sures within the framework of the 
Afghan Constitution and with full 
respect for the implementation of 
measures and application of the

 

Security Council renews UNAMA mandate for another year

procedures introduced by the Se-
curity Council. 

Human Rights:

 • With the support of the Office 
of the UN High Commissioner for 
Human Rights, UNAMA will con-
tinue to cooperate with and build 
the capacity of the Afghanistan 
Independent Human Rights Com-
mission.

• UNAMA will cooperate with 
the Afghan Government and rel-
evant international and local non-
governmental organizations to 
monitor the situation of civilians, 
coordinate efforts to ensure their 
protection, promote accountability, 
and assist in the full implementa-
tion of the fundamental freedoms 
and human rights provisions of the 
Afghan Constitution and interna-
tional treaties to which Afghanistan 
is a State party, in particular those 
regarding the full enjoyment by 
women of their human rights.

Humanitarian Assistance:
• UNAMA will coordinate and 
facilitate the delivery of humani-
tarian assistance with a view to 
building the capacity of the Gov-
ernment so it can assume the cen-
tral and coordinating role in the 
future. This also includes provid-
ing effective support to national 
and local authorities in assisting 
and protecting internally dis-
placed persons and to creating 
conditions conducive to the vol-
untary, safe, dignified and sus-
tainable return of refugees from 
neighbouring and other countries 
and internally displaced persons.
Development:
• UNAMA will promote, as a co-
chair of the Joint Coordination 
and Monitoring Board, more 
coherent support by the interna-
tional community to the Afghan 
Government’s development and 
governance priorities. This also 
includes support in mobilization 
of resources, coordination of in-
ternational donors, and direction 
of the contributions of UN agen-
cies, funds and programmes, in 
particular for counter-narcotics, 
reconstruction and development 
activities.
• UNAMA will also support ef-
forts to increase the proportion 
of development aid delivered 
through the Afghan Government.
Regional Cooperation:
• UNAMA will support regional 
cooperation, with a view to assist-
ing Afghanistan utilize its role at 
the heart of Asia to promote re-
gional cooperation.

part of the work of the UN family, 
and UNAMA in particular. 

Q. What would your recom-
mendations be to the country’s 
civil society in terms of how it 

tional community, will support 
you as much as we can. We can-
not solve your problems for you 
– this is your country and you 
have to find solutions, but we can 
help you in finding and achieving 

The Council discusses UNAMA’s mandate. (Photo: Rick Bajornas)
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Twelve years ago, the future pros-
pects for Herat resident Sadiqa 
Tamasuki looked bleak.

Her husband had passed away, 
leaving her to handle the upbring-
ing and care of their six children 
on her own. Previously a full-time 
caretaker for her family, Mrs. 
Tamasuki eventually found work 
which brought in a small monthly 
salary – but it was barely enough 
to cover her family’s expenses.

After some time, she decided 
to try starting up her own busi-
ness, in the hope of achieving a 
measure of financial stability. 
Now, 12 years on since the death 
of her husband, Mrs. Tamasuki 
runs her own small business, her 
four daughters are married and 
her two sons are in higher educa-
tion.

Asides from her own deter-
mination and self-reliance, a key 
factor in her successful entrepre-
neurship has been the Women’s 
Business Centre, also known as 
Khadeja-tul-Kubra Business Cen-
tre, in Herat City, located in the 
province of the same name.

Mrs. Tamasuki’s business con-
sists of the manufacture of small 
garments and carpets. Once her 
employees, made up of at least 
three female workers, finish mak-
ing the products – which include 
turbans, shawls and ties, as well 
as hand-woven rugs and carpets – 
Mrs.  Tamasuki transfers them to 
a store outlet she has rented at the 
Women’s Business Centre, where 
she sells them to the public.

“This market is not only a hub 
for women customers but it gives 
the businesswomen moral and 
courage to get into the economic 
activities of Herat and start their 
own businesses,” said the Director 
of the Herat office of the Depart-
ment of Women’s Affairs (DoWA), 
Mahbooba Jamshidi.

DoWA established the Wom-
en’s Business Centre three years 
ago, in cooperation with the Pro-
vincial Governor’s Office, and 
with the financial assistance of the 
Provincial Reconstruction Team 

in Herat. The overall aim of this 
project is to empower women 
economically and create business 
opportunities for them.

In addition to the store-fronts, 
the Business Centre premises also 
contain a females-only gym and 
a conference hall for the holding 
of gatherings related to women’s 
issues.  Currently, 34 shops are 
fully functional, in the basement 
and ground floor of the Business 
Centre, and all the shopkeepers 
are women and girls. The shop 
premises are the property of the 
Provincial Government, with the 
business owners paying between 
2,600 and 3,000 Afghanis in rent 
each month. 

Some of the shop-keepers are 
the business owners themselves 
while others are employees, with 
around 30 young women and girls 
currently working as saleswomen, 
on an average salary of 3,000 Af-
ghanis. 

But, Mrs. Jamshidi notes that 

that she can bring all her workers 
together and manufacture Afghan 
leather products more systemati-
cally - but her plans will depend 
on her financial situation.

The issue of finance is a con-
cern for many of the entrepre-
neurs operating from the Wom-
en’s Business Centre. Some are 
seeking loans so that they can 
expand their businesses. Low-
interest micro-credit loans are 
a popular topic of conversation, 
especially as, currently, several of 
the business owners are servicing  
loans with interest rates of 20 per 
cent – which they described as be-
ing too high.

“We need assistance in the 
provision of loans without inter-
est,” said Mrs. Tamasuki. “We get 
credits from the bank, which is 
initially at 20 per cent but at the 
end, when we count it, the inter-
est mounts to 35 and 40 per cent. 
We cannot afford this kind of 
credit.” 

Other concerns among the 
business owners include the lo-
cation of the Women’s Business 
Centre within the city of Herat. 

“The Centre is located at an iso-
lated place and far from the busi-
ness hub of the city, which means 
fewer visits by customers,” said 
Sherin Shahabi, a saleswoman who 
also studies at Herat University. 

In addition, how the Centre 
is run is another major concern. 
DoWA’s Mrs. Jamshidi said that 
her department has developed a 
comprehensive plan to improve 
its management and prove its 
commercial value in the city, as 
well as cater to the specific needs 
of women.

“The priorities and needs re-
lated to women’s affairs have been 
integrated into this development 
plan, which includes services in  
health, education and governance 
sectors and raising awareness on 
the rights of women and capac-
ity building of women in general,” 
said Mrs. Jamshidi.

Recently, UNAMA’s regional of-
fice in Herat provided technical 
assistance to the DoWA as part of 
the preparation of a development 
plan for the Centre for 2013-2014. 
The UN mission also organized 
a meeting of donors in Herat at 
which the Department of Women’s 
Affairs presented that plan – that 
encounter led to several donors 
committing to the funding of dif-
ferent projects contained in the 
development plan.

the Women’s Business Centre’s 
benefits go beyond providing 
employment for women within 
its walls, with the initiative con-
tributing to broader employment 
generation. 

Halima Anwari, a political 
science student, runs a leather 
product business at the Centre. 
Along with her husband, she also 
operates a small workshop at the 
Centre, where men and women 
are trained on producing leather 
products, including jackets, bags 
and shoes, among other items. 
After six months of training, the 
trainees are able to do paid work 
from their homes. 

“Our major sales are in the 
neighbouring countries. We also 
have a shop in Tehran for our 
products,” said Mrs. Anwari, add-
ing that “only a few people can af-
ford to buy our products in Af-
ghanistan.”

Mrs. Anwari’s long-term hopes 
include establishing a factory so  

Developing women’s entrepreneurship
Progress and 
challenges 
for budding 
entrepreneurs at the 
Women’s Business 
Centre in Herat  

A young girl making garments in Herat. (Photo: Fardin Waezi)
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Changing perceptions through film

Somaiya Ramish is the head of 
Bunyad-e-Madani Naw Andeshan 
(New Thinkers’ Foundation) and 
the director of the Shahrsa radio 
station in Herat, the capital city 
of the western Afghan province 
of the same name. She is well-
known in the province’s literary 
scene, with two books published, 
one a book of her own poetry, 
‘Barai Khudam’ (For Myself), and 
the other, ‘Dar Prantez’ (Within 
the Bracket), a collection of 
interviews with prominent civil 
society leaders in Herat.

She has also produced a short 
film, which won the third prize 
in an international film festival 
organized in Herat last year. 
The arts, particularly cinema, 
is something close to her heart. 
The institute she heads, the 
New Thinkers’ Foundation, has 
established an informal women’s 
cinema viewing and discussion 
group. Over the past year, a 
number of women have gathered 
at the Foundation’s premises every 
Thursday to watch and discuss 
films.

UNAMA recently spoke with 
Mrs. Ramish about her activities.

Q: What triggered the idea of 
a women’s cinema viewing and 
discussion group in Herat?

Somaiya Ramish: We are living 
in a city which does not have a 
cinema theatre, despite the fact 
that cinema has become a part of 
daily, regular life. So, we had the 
idea of gathering women together 

to watch films – and, so far, the 
idea has been successful. At least 
10 to 15 women and girls take 
part in each gathering. We watch 
the film together and then discuss 
the main ideas from the film. 
We get to know today’s modern 
cinema, its famous directors and 
producers and their production 
styles and techniques. This 
helps us increase our awareness 
on cinema and filmmaking in 
general.

Q: How has this initiative 
changed women’s perceptions 
towards their roles in society?

Somaiya Ramish: This is a 
very basic intervention and we 
cannot see its impact quickly. 
In a city where men don’t have 
a cinema theatre to watch films, 
the fact that women gather 
to watch film is a big civil 
movement. During the past 
year, we have watched at least 
50 films and these include films 
that won the Oscar awards or 
were nominated for Oscars. We 
created a connection between 
the women of our city and those 
internationally famous films, 
which undoubtedly has had an 
impact on some level. But we 
hope to witness a more practical, 
visible impact in the future. 

Q: What kind of films do you 
choose to watch in the women 
gathering?

Somaiya Ramish: We don’t 
discriminate in the selection 
of films. Our priority is to 
watch famous movies from 

Afghanistan and from around 
the globe. If a film is produced 
in Afghanistan and we recognize 
it as a great piece of art, we 
will certainly screen that film. 
We have screened some good 
documentaries that have been 
produced in Afghanistan, or 
about Afghanistan, and some 
short Afghan films that were 
nominated for Oscar awards. 
However, most of the films we 
choose are on topics related to 
women, or its main characters 
were famous women, or they 
were directed by women. 

Q: If you choose to watch an 
English-language film, how does 
the audience follow what’s being 
said?

Somaiya Ramish: Some of the 
women understand English, but 
we try to ensure that the films have 
subtitles in Farsi [Dari] so that it 
is easy for everyone attending to 
understand the dialogue. 

Q: Do you think women in 
Herat are playing their due role 
in the society? 

Somaiya Ramish: Despite the 
fact that Herat has a religious and 
conservative society, women  have 
made significant progress and 
today we have prominent women 
in all walks of life, including in 
cultural, social, art and literature 
fields. Having lived under 
immense social restrictions, the 
women in Herat have not only 
moved ahead but also paved 
the way for future generation of 
women to play their significant 

role in society. 
Q: From your perspective as a 

writer and a poet, how important 
do you think is the role of women 
in Afghanistan’s peace process?

Somaiya Ramish: There is a 
notion that has been repeated 
again and again: that women are 
half of society. [Just like men] 
women need peace, and they 
can play a crucial role in the 
country’s peace process. They 
can play a direct role on the High 
Peace Council, and, indirectly, 
women can guide men at the 
family level: they can encourage 
their husbands, brothers and 
children to support the peace 
process. 

Q: In your opinion, do women 
think differently to men?

Somaiya Ramish: Just as 
men and women are different 
physically, they also think 
differently. The difference in 
their thinking is real – but it 
does not mean that women’s 
thoughts are somehow better 
than men, or that men’s thoughts 
are somehow better than women. 
It is simply different. And the 
difference should be taken into 
consideration in all matters of 
life. 

Q: What is your message 
to Afghan society regarding 
women’s empowerment?

Somaiya Ramish: My message 
is very simple: people should forget 
discrimination against women and 
allow men and women to live their 
lives equally.

“In a city 
where men 
don’t have 
a cinema to 
watch films, 
the fact that 
women gather 
to watch film 
is a big civil 
movement.”

Interview 
with Somaiya 
Ramish



United Nations: Afghanistan Quarterly6
New film focuses on child marriage issue

UNAMA’s International Women’s Day

A new animation produced by 
United Nations Population Fund 
(UNFPA) will highlight the trau-
matic experiences of young girls 
forcefully entered into child mar-
riage. 

‘Teacher Malalai’s Adventures: 
Zarmina’s Early Marriage’ will 
help demonstrate the health and 
psychological consequences of 
children being married and “por-
tray how child marriage denies 
the rights of a girl,” says Dr. Ni-
gina Abaszada, a gender expert 
serving with the UNFPA in Kabul.

According to the latest survey 
by Afghanistan Multiple Indica-
tor Cluster Survey (AMICS) for 
2010/2011, a staggering 46 per 
cent of Afghan girls are married 
before they are 18 and over 15 
per cent before they even turn 
15. AMICS says Afghanistan con-
tinues to have one of the world’s 
highest rates of child marriage. In 

marriage for one family,” Dr. 
Abaszada said about the film. 

According to AMICS which 
carried out its research through 
the Central Statistics Organisation 
with the support from UNICEF, 
early marriage in Afghanistan is 
strongly correlated to education, 
with young uneducated women 
being more than three times as 
likely to be married before the age 
of 18 in comparison to those with 
secondary or higher education. 
The results of the same study in-
dicate that only over 22 per cent 
of Afghan women are able to read 
and write. 

“It is important to remind ev-
eryone that early marriage denies 
a girl of childhood, disrupts her 
education, and significantly in-
creases the risk for child delivery 
complications and exposure to 
domestic violence and abuse,” Dr. 
Abaszada said.

The film tells the story of the 
young 14 year old Zarmina who is 
taken away from school by her fa-
ther so that she can be married off. 
The animation portrays Zarmina’s 
older sister, Soniya – also married 
to a man while under age – giving 
birth to a dead baby in the hospi-
tal. A doctor tells the father that 
he has lost his grandchild because 
Soniya was much too young and 
physically unable to give birth. 
Only then does the father realize 
the harmful consequences of child 
marriage and decides to drop the 
idea of having Zarmina marry.  
The story end when the father 
sends Zarmina back to school. 

“Many issues related to early 
marriage are inter-connected and 
we wanted to explain this vicious 
circle through a simple but con-
cise and comprehensive story of 
the tragic consequences of child 

line with the international Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child, 
the UN recommends that the age 
of marriage is set at 18 years, with 
child marriage defined as a formal 
marriage or informal union be-
fore age 18.

Afghanistan’s major television 
outlets will soon start broadcast-
ing the seven-minute animated 
film which is produced by UNFPA 
in cooperation with the UN As-
sistance Mission in Afghanistan 
(UNAMA), the UN Children’s 
Fund (UNICEF), the UN Devel-
opment Programme (UNDP) and 
the UN Entity for Gender Equality 
and the Empowerment of Women 
(UN Women). 

Given the fact that radio is the 
mass medium best able to reach 
the biggest number of Afghans a 
radio version of the film will also 
be produced for broadcast on a 
variety of Afghan radio stations.

At a 28 March 2013 ceremony in Kabul, organized to mark the International Women’s Day, UNAMA honoured 10 Afghan women pioneers in 
their respective fields. The colourful event also saw performances by renowned singers and an acrobatic group ‘FACE OFF’. Detailed report 
on page 8. (Photos: Fardin Waezi)
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Ewaz Khan, bazaar shopkeeper

“Women should educate 
themselves. We should all send 
our girls to school – educated 
women educate their children, 
and only with education can we 
bring about change. Educated 
women know how to raise up 
successful children. Women 
should also work in government 
offices. We should make better use of half of our society.”

    VOX POPULI
In the first of a new series, UNAMA poses a question to Afghans in different 
regions of the country. For this issue: “What role should women play in 
Afghanistan’s society?”

Bamyan

Balkh

Mubina Saee Khairandish, founder of Rabia Balkhi radio 
station

“I believe that there have been 
many opportunities for women 
since the collapse of the Taliban 
– they can participate and have 
their say in key decision-making 
processes, and in society in 
general. However, there are 
still the problems with a lack of 
capacity among women caused 
by decades of deprivation which needs time and support to be 
rebuilt. But generally I am optimistic about women’s future.” 

Kandahar
Mohammad Rafiq Rafiqi, taxi driver

“Parents should allow girls to 
marry whom they want and 
without taking a dowry. Parents 
shouldn’t impose their decisions 
on girls as is commonly seen 
in our society. In some cases, 
girls are married at young ages, 
which is not correct. Moreover, 
we shouldn’t prevent girls from 
getting an education… women 
make up 50 per cent of society and neglecting this huge portion 
of our population is ignorant.” 

Sultan Shah, child street worker 

“My parents are old and I have 
five older sisters and they are not 
allowed to study and work so they 
are all at home, and I, as the only 
male, have to work and earn food 
for all of us. If they were allowed 
to study and work, I would be at 
school and my parents would be 
in a much better condition than 
they are now.”

Laghman

Qalandarshah, food vendor 

“Women can play a vital role in 
several fields of life… women 
should be given all their rights, 
such as the right to an education, 
the right to work and so on.”

Kunduz
Abdullah Rasuli, Mediothek Community Centre coordinator

“Humankind is like a bird,  with 
two wings representing man and 
woman – a bird can’t fly with 
only one wing. So progress in a 
society is impossible without the 
involvement and participation of 
women. Afghan women have the 
capability but the government 
and the international community 
have to pave the way for them 
and support them.”

Nangarhar
Sabrina, resident, Nangarhar province

“Women should not think that 
they are weaker than men. The 
role of women starts from the 
family. In order to play a good 
role in society, women should, 
first of all, focus on their family 
– how to better raise, feed 
and educate their children, as 
children are a society’s future. In 
the meantime, women should 
participate in all social and 
political processes, including elections.”

Herat
Khail Parsa, civil society activist

“Unfortunately, during the dark 
era of the Taliban regime, there 
were attempts to systematically 
undermine women’s role in 
society, but they couldn’t succeed. 
The new government…  has so far 
tried its best to support women 
and to encourage them to take 
part in economic and political 
activities. Now we can see that 
women have an active participation in education, politics and 
economics. I’m optimistic that it will be continued and one day, in 
the near future, women and men will have equal rights.” 
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UNAMA marks International Women’s Day

The contributions to society of 
a range of Afghan women pio-
neers and leaders were celebrated 
in March, at a United Nations-
backed event linked to the obser-
vance of International Women’s 
Day.

Organized by UNAMA, and in 
partnership with its frequent me-
dia collaborator, Channel 1, the 
three-hour event, held in the capi-
tal, Kabul, included the presenta-
tion of special awards, a display 
of artwork and musical perfor-
mances.

Ten women – pioneers in their 
respective fields – were given spe-
cial awards, while more than 40 
others – chosen by their repective 
institutions, were recognized for 
their achievements in their fields.

The pioneers included Af-
ghanistan’s champion athlete, 
Tehmina Kohistani; Nasreen Jan, 
a police officer, in recognition of 
her deep-seated dedication to her 
work; Manezha Hewad, an artist 
from the Afghanistan Centre for 
Arts also known for her activism; 
and Saddaf Jan Ameeri, a student 
at the Kabul Polytechnic Univer-
sity’s Engineering Department, 
who came first in the university’s 
1389 (2010-2011) entrance ex-
amination.

Observed around the world 
on 8 March annually, the UN-
backed International Women’s 
Day recognizes women for their 
achievements without regard to 
divisions, whether national, eth-
nic, linguistic, cultural, economic 
or political. This year’s theme was 
‘A promise is a promise: time for 
action to end violence against 
women,’ and sought to strengthen 
the international community’s 
commitment to putting an end to 
violence against women.

Addressing the Kabul event, 
the Director of UNAMA’s Strate-
gic Communications and Spokes-

women’s participation in Afghan 
governmental bodies and institu-
tions and encourages their further 
participation in decision-making 
processes. In it, the Council, also 
reiterated the need for their “full, 
equal and effective” participa-
tion at all stages of the country’s 
peace processes and urged “their 
involvement in the development 
and implementation of post-con-
flict strategies” in order to take 
into account their perspectives 
and needs.

In her comments, Ms. Torfeh 
called on Afghan women to par-
ticipate in the political life of the 
country and choose candidates 
who had better policies on wom-
en. She noted that as they made 
up 50 per cent of the population, 

women had power through 
their votes to encourage bet-
ter policies on women, add-
ing that “this is a crucial year 

in determining the future 
of Afghanistan and you 
have to play your sig-
nificant role in both the 

elections and in the 
peace process.” 

Afghanistan is 
due to hold a presi-
dential election on 

5 April next year, marking an 
end to the second term of the 
incumbent, President Hamid 
Karzai.

The presentation of 
awards and speeches – 

which included one 
from a parliamen-

tarian from the 
Wolesi Jirga [Af-

ghani- stan’s Lower 
H o u s e of Parliament], 
S h i n k a i Karokhail – 
were fol- lowed by the 
exhibition by women 
artists, with a common 
theme of is- sues and 
c h a l l e n g e s faced by 

person’s Unit, Massoumeh Tor-
feh, said that the empowerment 
of women and the elimination of 
violence against them is a top pri-
ority for the world body, and, in 
particular, for UNAMA.

She noted that the UN political 
mission’s reports on the elimina-
tion of violence against women 
and civilian casualties caused by 
the conflict have had a strong 
impact in helping changing per-
ceptions towards women. In re-
gard to the latter, UNAMA’s most 
recent report on the protection 
of civilians, issued in February, 
found that while the number of 
civilian casualties in the armed 
conflict had dropped for the first 
time in several years, there 
had also been a 20 per 
cent increase in the num-
ber of Afghan women and 
girls killed and injured in 
the conflict.

“UNAMA’s mandate 
stresses the participa-
tion of women in the 
country’s political pro-
cess, particularly the 
ongoing peace and 
reconciliation pro-
cess and the up-
coming presidential 
elections,” Ms. Torfeh 
added.

The issue of wom-
en in Afghanistan 
featured strongly 
in the resolution 
renewing the man-
date of UNAMA, 
which the UN Secu-
rity Council recently 
adopted, extending 
the mission for an-
other year, until 2 3 
March 2014.

The resolu- t i o n 
notes the progress 
made re- g a r d i n g 

Afghan women. The art exhibi-
tion was followed by the musical 
part of the event, which began 
with the screening of a song – En-
titled ‘One Woman: A Song for 
UN Women’ – produced for Inter-
national Women’s Day by the UN 
Entity for Gender Equality and the 
Empowerment of Women (UN 
Women), and launched  in March.

“‘One Woman’ calls for change 
and celebrates courage and deter-
mination by ordinary women in 
the daily life and the women who 
make extraordinary contributions 
to their countries and communi-
ties,” the representative for UN 
Women in Afghanistan, Ingibjorg 
Gisladottir, said in introducing 
the song. 

Following the screening, a col-
lection of music video clips were 
shown, each highlighting issues 
of women’s rights. These were 
followed by live performances 
from a selection of Afghan art-
ists, including two special guests 
for the occasion, the well-known 
Afghan singers, Wajeha Rastgar 
and Shehla Zaland; Bahar; Hadiya 
Rastgar; Farzana Nawabi; female 
rap singer Sosan Feroz; rap sing-
ers Mateen and Farhad from the 
group ‘FM;’ and the ‘FACE OFF’ 
acrobatic group.

Ten women pioneers in their respective fields were given special awards for their achievements in their fields. (Photo: Fardin Waezi)

Female rap singer Sosan Feroz performing. (Photo: Fardin Waezi)

Empowerment of women is a top priority for United Nations
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From the editor
This is the first edition of the ‘United Na-

tions: Afghanistan Quarterly,’ which re-

places our monthly newspaper ‘Afghani-

stan and the United Nations.’ As we always 

strive to make our contents all the more 

interesting and reader-friendly, our revised 

newspaper will have in-depth interviews of 

national and international decision-makers 

in Afghanistan and more visual contents 

along with researched articles on impor-

tant topics. This edition is devoted mostly 

to issues relating to the International 

Women’s Day celebrated by UNAMA 8-28 

March. Please write to us with your 
feedback: UNAfghanNews@un.org


