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Afghanistan: Accept Full Role for Women in Talks 

Donors Need to Back Women’s Rights, Uphold UN Resolution 1325 

 

(Kabul) – The Afghan government should act to ensure that women have a full role in any 

negotiations between the government and the Taliban and other insurgent groups, Human Rights 

Watch said today. The current pause in negotiations, due to the disclosure of Taliban leader 

Mullah Omar’s death and worsening relations between Afghanistan and Pakistan, creates an 

opportunity for the government to honor its promises to include women. 
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“Afghan President Ashraf Ghani promised to include women in negotiations with the Taliban at 

the ‘right time,’” said Sarah Taylor, women, peace, and security advocate at Human Rights 

Watch. “But for full and meaningful participation, every stage of the process is the ‘right time’ to 

involve women.” 
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Afghanistan’s foreign donors need to insist the government improve women’s rights, including 

by ensuring women’s full participation in future negotiations with the Taliban and other groups. 

Talks between the government and the Taliban have picked up amid increased fighting and 

insecurity, international donor fatigue, and the disengagement of international forces. A July 7, 

2015 meeting in Murree, Pakistan between the Afghan government and the Taliban was seen as 

the first official meeting between the two warring sides. The Afghan government delegation in 

Murree included no women. 

Afghan women’s rights activists have persistently demanded to be full participants in peace 

talks, as set out in United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325 and later resolutions. Ghani 

has assured them that they will be included, but has also suggested that he did not intend to 

include women throughout the process, saying that he “will not bother them until the right time.” 

Afghan President Ashraf Ghani promised to include women in negotiations with the 

Taliban at the ‘right time.’ But for full and meaningful participation, every stage of the 

process is the ‘right time’ to involve women.  

Sarah Taylor 

Women, peace, and security advocate 

“For years, Afghan women have been denied a seat at the table when their future has been on the 

line,” Taylor said. “For Ghani to claim that he would only ‘bother’ women to participate in talks 

at the ‘right time’ is a signal that their participation is somehow optional.”  

Security Council Resolution 1325, adopted in 2000, played a historic role in stressing the 

importance of women’s “equal participation and full involvement in all efforts for the 

maintenance and promotion of peace and security.” In years since, the Security Council passed 

six additional resolutions on women, peace, and security. In October 2015, the Security Council 

will convene a high-level review to push for greater implementation of resolution 1325 around 

the world. 

During past efforts to launch negotiations, Afghan women’s rights activists have repeatedly 

spoken out about their fears that the government will trade away women’s rights in an effort to 

reach an accommodation with the Taliban. These fears have been exacerbated by the exclusion 
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of women from the process. A 2014 study by Oxfam found that in 23 rounds of peace talks 

between the Afghan government and the Taliban between 2005 and 2014, women were present 

on only 2 occasions. No women were ever included in discussions between international 

negotiators and the Taliban. 

Previous negotiations have typically occurred with little transparency, with the public often 

learning of them only after they occurred. This has prevented Afghan civil society groups, 

including women’s rights activists, from providing meaningful input to the government on their 

human rights concerns and their recommendations for ensuring human rights protections in the 

event a settlement is reached. For instance, activists seeking justice for war crimes and crimes 

against humanity have had no real opportunities to ensure that amnesty for these crimes will not 

be on the table in the negotiations. 

There have been signs of a greater willingness by the Taliban to discuss women’s rights, though 

activists have viewed statements by Taliban leaders seeming to support some forms of women’s 

rights with significant skepticism given the Taliban’s continued abuses targeting women. At a 

meeting in Doha in May 2015, three women participated. Malalai Shinwari, a former Afghan 

member of parliament who was one of the participants, told theWall Street Journal, “They [the 

Taliban] said they won’t make the same mistakes that they made in the past. They said they 

would accept the rights we have today.” This meeting was followed by a June meeting in Oslo 

bringing together Taliban representatives and Afghan women leaders specifically for the purpose 

of discussing women’s rights. Both the Taliban and the Afghan government emphasized that this 

meeting was not part of the negotiation process. 

The negotiation process is in limbo at the moment. Following the July disclosure that Taliban 

leader Mullah Omar died on April 23, 2013, the Taliban chose a new leader, Mullah Akhtar 

Mansoor. In August 2015 Mansoor discounted current efforts as “propaganda campaigns by the 

enemy.” At the same time, relations between the Afghan government and the Pakistani 

government have become tense, adding another complicating factor to the effort to convene 

talks. 

In interviews with leading women’s rights activists in Afghanistan in recent weeks, Human 

Rights Watch gathered information about the current state of women’s role in peace negotiations, 
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and activists’ ideas for urgent steps to ensure women’s full participation. Detailed below are the 

activists’ concerns and Human Rights Watch’s recommendations to the Afghan government and 

foreign donors to fulfill both the full participation called for under resolution 1325 and the 

commitment Ghani has made to include women. 

“The pause in peace negotiations creates the opportunity for the Ghani government to work with 

women’s rights activists and groups to get the negotiation process right going forward,” Taylor 

said. “Ghani should take steps now to genuinely integrate women into the peace process at every 

level, from district and province peace-building bodies to the highest level team advising the 

president and sitting across the table from Taliban negotiators.”  

  

Status of Women in Afghan Peace Talks  

Human Rights Watch interviewed leading women’s rights activists from Afghanistan in August 

2015 about their experience and perceptions of women’s participation in the country’s nascent 

peace process. Activists said they were encouraged by President Ashraf Ghani’s promise that 

women would have a role in peace talks. But they were deeply concerned that this promise was 

made only days before the July 2015 Murree talks were held – with no women present. Ghani’s 

ambiguous proviso that he would only “bother” women to participate in talks at the “right time” 

left activists concerned that any role for women would not only be a token one, but would come 

too late to have real influence over the process. 

The High Peace Council (HPC) was established in 2010 to guide the peace process and ensure 

the participation of community members, including women. It currently has 9 women among its 

70 council members. It also has established Provincial Peace Councils (PPCs) in each of 

Afghanistan’s 34 provinces, where in all but 1 province (Nuristan) there are women members. 

The HPC has not been a sufficient mechanism to ensure women’s participation. There are 

several reasons for this. First, the HPC itself does not appear to play a central role in the effort to 

pursue negotiations with the Taliban. Under both Ghani and his predecessor, Hamid Karzai, 

negotiations have been handled behind closed doors by a small number of men close to the 

president, sometimes including representatives of the National Security Council. The HPC has 



instead focused its energy on efforts like the PPCs, which, while valuable, lose much of their 

potential due to the disconnect between their work and the national effort to broker a peace deal. 

Second, while women hold positions within the HPC structures, activists interviewed by Human 

Rights Watch say they are treated as tokens. The few women in senior positions in the HPC have 

often voiced their frustration over this marginalized role. The HPC provides an existing 

mechanism that can be useful in ensuring full participation of women in peace negotiations, but 

Ashraf Ghani and his government should work with the HPC to reform it before that potential 

can be realized.  

Afghanistan has prepared a Women, Peace and Security National Action Plan (NAP), a plan for 

how the country will implement resolution 1325 and ensure that women’s rights and role are 

fully included and respected in peace-building processes, including through participation in 

negotiations. Ghani launched the plan in June 2015, saying, “Sometimes, our most educated 

people are the most misogynist. I hope that men in our society would get out of the misogyny 

idea after this.” Activists and donors were disappointed, however, when, counter to global best 

practices, the Afghanistan NAP was issued without an implementation plan, reducing it to a set 

of lofty goals with no detail on which government agencies had responsibilities, let alone 

timelines and budgets for specific tasks and indicators. At the time of the launch, the Ghani 

government did not set any timeline for preparing such an implementation plan. 

In the lead up to the September 5, 2015 Senior Officials Meeting, a meeting of foreign donors in 

Kabul to agree on a framework for the next four years of international aid to Afghanistan, donors 

pressed for a specific commitment from Ghani to develop a NAP implementation plan. The 

result was that the Self-Reliance through Mutual Accountability Framework (SMAF) agreed at 

the meeting included an indicator on developing an implementation plan, including financing 

approved by the end of 2015 and implementation starting in early 2016. 

The development of the NAP implementation plan is an opportunity for Ghani to develop 

concrete steps for ensuring the full participation of women in any peace negotiation process. He 

should draw on the expertise of the many Afghan women’s rights activists with experience in 

peace building, including the nearly 200 women who have worked to resolve conflict at the local 

http://www.acbar.org/files/downloads/SMAF%20MAIN%20with%20annex%203%20sep%202015(1).pdf


and provincial level through their participation in Provincial Peace Councils. 

  

Recommendations to Ghani and the Afghan Government 

The Ghani government should immediately take the following steps to follow through on the 

president’s pledge to ensure women’s participation in peace negotiations, consistent with 

Security Council Resolution 1325: 

1. Take steps immediately to bring women into the inner circle 

There are currently no senior women within the president’s inner circle of advisers who develop 

strategy on peace building. Ghani should appoint senior women to the National Security Council 

or other positions that are at the center of the peace-building discussion going on within the 

presidential palace. He should include these women in every aspect of the discussion and 

planning, and look to them as full-fledged advisors not only on women’s concerns in peace 

negotiations but as relevant experts on various aspects of the process. 

2. Connect the women within the High Peace Council to national negotiations 

The women within the HPC, especially those active in the PPCs, are already playing a useful role 

and have the potential to provide expertise to the national process if given the opportunity. Ghani 

and the HPC should better utilize this untapped resource by further increasing the number of 

women on the HPC and in the PPCs, and developing mechanisms for consulting regularly with 

the women in the PPCs. The HPC should convene regular meetings, as well as communication 

between meetings, with female PPC members. 

The HPC should develop a women’s steering committee that consists of female PPC members 

who have been chosen by their peers to represent the concerns of their communities. This body 

should play a key role in the process described below. 

3. Have a transparent process where women speak for themselves and choose their 

own representatives 



Lack of transparency has damaged public support for negotiations, especially among women. “In 

2010, I was one of the people lobbying for a peace process,” one women’s rights activist told 

Human Rights Watch. “But now I do not support it because I think it is just a one-man show.” 

The government can remedy this mistrust by being more open with women, and with Afghans in 

general, about how planning for negotiations will be done, and who will sit at the table with 

Taliban negotiators. The HPC women’s steering committee, which we recommend be created, 

should be responsible for convening and advising both the HPC and Ghani. This committee 

should develop, and make public, a short-list of female negotiators that can participate in the 

Afghan government’s negotiating team during future talks with the Taliban. The committee 

should also develop, for use by negotiators, guidance on “red lines,” priorities, specific language, 

and strategy on negotiating women’s rights issues, based on the on-the-ground experiences of 

women who have dealt with the approach of Taliban leaders to women’s rights at the sub-

national level.   

4. Make the 1325 National Action Plan a vehicle for change 

The NAP implementation plan presents a unique opportunity for the Afghan government to 

develop and articulate its vision for a full role for women in peace building. It is also an 

opportunity to engage donors and seek funding for components of the plan that will require 

resources. The Afghan government should move quickly to meet the deadlines under the SMAF, 

and should include the expertise of Afghan women with experience in peace-building, especially 

the female PPC members, and donors, in developing the implementation plan. 

The plan should be specific and include tasks, numbers, measurable indicators, timelines, 

allocation of responsibilities, and precise and funded budget lines. A concrete and well-crafted 

plan that has full buy-in from both women’s rights activists and donors has the potential to 

empower women even beyond the peace process. 

5. Include women in all Afghan government delegations to international meetings 

Many important decisions about Afghanistan’s future are made at international forums such as 

NATO Summits and donor conferences such as the Tokyo and London conferences. This fall, 



crucial discussions regarding the role of women in peace-building will take place at both the 

September UN General Assembly and at the fifteenth anniversary of resolution 1325 in October. 

Ghani should ensure that the concerns of Afghan women are reflected at these events by 

including qualified women in all Afghan government delegations to such international meetings. 

  

Recommendations to Afghanistan’s International Donors 

Afghanistan’s donors also have a crucial role to play in promoting women’s rights, including 

women’s participation in peace negotiations. Although international support for – and interest in 

– Afghanistan is declining sharply, Afghanistan remains almost entirely dependent on 

international donors for the funds that keep the country’s government functioning, including its 

army and police. Donors deserve credit for pushing for the indicator in the SMAF regarding 

implementation of the 1325 National Action Plan. They should sustain this effort in the 

following ways: 

1. Keep the pressure on the Afghan government to respect resolution 1325 

Donors should closely monitor Afghan government steps to develop and implement the 1325 

NAP. They should use the SMAF indicator as an opportunity to push for greater participation by 

women in all aspects of peace-building, from the negotiating table to the National Security 

Council to the PPCs. Donors should also be prepared to respond immediately to ensure that the 

process stays on track and meets the SMAF deadlines. 

Donors, especially those that fund the HPC, should also urge reform of the HPC, to improve the 

role of women within the HPC and the connection between those women and the peace-building 

efforts taking place within the presidential palace. 

2. Back efforts by women to convene and prepare and advocate for full participation 

Donors should look for ways to support increased participation by women in peace negotiations, 

including the recommendations above, such as the convening of female PPC members. They 

should also support all aspects of an agreed-upon 1325 NAP implementation plan. 



3. Monitor the negotiation process to ensure that women are actually at the table and 

include women in donor-organized processes 

Afghanistan’s donors have frequently expressed support for resolution 1325 but then failed to 

hold the government accountable when negotiations were held without women. Often donors 

themselves have organized negotiations and excluded women. Donors should commit to 

including women in any negotiation meetings they have a role in facilitating – whether they are 

formal or informal. They should also reinforce to the Afghan government the importance of 

having women actually at the table for all negotiations – not just at the “right time” – and 

involved in all of the planning and strategizing that takes place before such meetings. 

4. Demand the inclusion of women in all international meetings 

Donors themselves have too often been responsible for hosting meetings on Afghanistan where 

women were excluded. This discriminatory practice should end immediately. Donors have the 

leverage and should always insist that all Afghan government delegations to international events 

they are hosting or funding include qualified women. 

 

 


