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21 September 2021, 12:00 -13:30 p.m. (EDT) 
 

Virtual Ministerial Side Event:  
 

SAFEGUARDING THE ACHIEVEMENTS OF 20 YEARS OF INTERNATIONAL 
ENGAGEMENT IN AFGHANISTAN: HOW TO CONTINUE SUPPORTING THE 

FUTURE OF AFGHAN WOMEN AND GIRLS AND THEIR ACCESS TO 
EDUCATION.  

 
 
In line with article 22 of the 2004 Afghan Constitution, which provides that 
men and women have equal rights and duties before the law, over the past 
two decades significant hard-won advancements in the protection of 
women’s rights have been achieved in the Country.  
 
In 2021, 27% of the Parliament members and one-fifth of civil servants were 
women, including 35% of the teachers in public schools and 12% of the judges. 
Around 3.5 million girls were attending schools, compared to 1999 when no 
girls could attend secondary school and only 9.000 were enrolled in primary 
education. Over the last 20 years, the literacy rate has nearly tripled for 
women. Women’s life expectancy has also increased from 56 years old to 65, 
and infant and maternal mortality have significantly decreased.  
 
These significant advancements have been jeopardized by the developments 
of recent months. UNAMA's Protection of Civilians report, covering the period 
from 1 January to 30 June 2021, indicated an increase in civilian casualties by 
47% compared with the first half of 2020, with the number of civilian women 
and girls killed and injured that nearly doubled, compared with the first six 



months of 2020. Particularly shocking was the 8 May attack against the Sayed 
ul-Shuhada high school in Kabul, where 85 civilians, 70 of which women, were 
killed.  
 
In areas under Taliban control, there were credible reports of serious 
violations of international humanitarian law and human rights abuses and 
restrictions against women. These included forced marriages, sexual violence 
and rape, restrictions on movement, choice of dress, right to education, access 
to basic services and targeted attacks and killings, in particular against women 
politicians, journalists, judges, women rights defenders and policewomen.  
 
Notwithstanding their pledge to respect women’s rights, the affirmation of the 
Taliban calls into question the progress made by the Afghan society over the 
last years in terms of women empowerment and gender equality and risks to 
expose women, as well as persons belonging to other vulnerable categories, to 
increasing abuses, violations and restrictions.  
 
In this shifting and fragile context, the international community – notably the 
United Nations, its Member States and civil society organisations - is called 
upon to identify ways to continue supporting Afghan women and girls through 
a comprehensive and coordinated approach. The international community 
must play an active and determined role in order to induce those holding 
power and authority on the ground to respect women’s rights and freedoms, 
in line with international human rights law, including the International 
Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination and Violence Against 
Women, ratified by Afghanistan in 2003, and the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child it ratified in 1994.  
 
Special attention should be devoted to preserving access to education by 
Afghan girls as a pivotal tool for women’s empowerment and an essential 
element of a resilient, inclusive and peaceful society. Limitations in access to 
education do not only reduce the opportunities that girls and young women 
may have in their future life. They also have an immediate impact on their 
lives, exposing them to increasing vulnerability, risks of physical and sexual 
violence and abuse, leaving long-lasting psychological scars. Female education 
is a fundamental human right, and a bedrock of gender equality and poverty 
reduction. Educating girls is one of the smartest investments that can be made 
to lift people out of poverty, grow economies, save lives, and build back better 
from COVID-19. In a context where an estimated 3.7 million children are out-
of-school, 60% of which are girls, current reports of women and girls 
prevented from going to school and university, as well as the closure of girls' 



schools and mixed schools, raise huge concerns and deserve specific 
attention.  
 
OBJECTIVES: 
 
The virtual Ministerial-Event aims at assessing the situation on the ground 
and the main challenges and risks currently faced by Afghan women and girls, 
to identify how the international community can support immediate and 
medium-term needs, having in mind the need to safeguard the achievements 
registered over the last years in the promotion of the rights of women and 
gender equality, including women’s and girls’ increased access to education. 
 
It will also provide a platform to discuss the most pressing needs of Afghan 
women and the possible tools to face them, including humanitarian aid, the 
institution of a monitoring mechanism on the human rights situation in the 
country, including through a gender-disaggregated methodology, as well as 
other ways to concretely support Afghan women and girls and the continuity 
of their access to education.  
 
 
 
 


