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Dr. Sima Samar (Chair of the Afghan Independent Human
Rights Commission) was to have been the Keynote Speaker
at CW4WAfghan’s first National Convention, held in
Calgary.  Unable to attend because of her role in the Presi-
dential elections called for Oct. 9 in Afghanistan, Dr. Samar
wrote to us:

Re: Election Day in Afghanistan

I am very sorry that I cannot
be with my Canadian sisters
today in Calgary, Alberta for this
important conference,
Afghanistan Today: Canadians
As Global Citizens.  As you know,
the election for president of
Afghanistan is taking place right

now.  Our Human Rights Commission is responsible for
monitoring the elections.

I first want to thank Canadian Women for Women
in Afghanistan, Sally Armstrong, and my other Canadian
friends for the strong support that you have provided to
me, to the Shuhada Organization, to the Human Rights
Commission, and to Afghan women.

As I write this statement, the situation in Afghanistan
is very unclear. We do not know what will happen next. We
do not know if the elections will be free and fair. We do not
know if women will be allowed to exercise their right to
vote. With this election, our country could either take
positive steps toward sustainable peace and democracy or
deteriorate even further into renewed conflict.

So far the signs are not good. In the past year,
over one hundred people – many of them civilians – have
been killed in Afghanistan. This is not peace. Election
workers have been killed for registering voters, and Afghan
people have been massacred for registering to vote. In some
areas of the country, not a single woman has been registered
to vote.  This is not democracy.  The failure to fulfill promises
to improve security in Afghanistan, the impunity enjoyed

by human rights violators, and the backlash to the invasion
of Iraq are to blame for this situation.

Without security and the rule of law, the gun still
rules and violations of women’s rights continue with
impunity. Women face rape and displacement in the factional
fighting. Tactics of intimidation are used to stop people,
especially women, from exercising their rights. Girls’ schools
have been set on fire and bombed. Trafficking of women and
children continues. Women and men are illegally detained.
In the face of forced marriages, young women commit suicide
by self-immolation. We still see local authorities put
restrictions on women.

I do not know what new tragedies need to happen
before world leaders finally provide adequate numbers of
international peace keeping troops. For three years, we have
pleaded for the expansion of ISAF throughout Afghanistan.
But despite all the promises and the worsening situation,
there are still only 6,500 peace troops and only a few
hundred of these are working outside of Kabul.  These troops
are not enough to disarm the political factions and to
establish security and rule of law.

I hope that the international community does not
abandon us once the presidential election is over. We need
the reality of democracy and women’s rights in our country,
not just a show.  In order for parliamentary elections to take
place next spring, we will need even more international
security assistance.  We have appreciated Canada’s major
contributions to ISAF, and I hope that the Canadians will
come back to help us prepare for the parliamentary elections.

We need support from Canada and the international
community to bring an end to the culture of impunity in
Afghanistan.  There can be no peace without justice.  There
must be accountability for the human rights violations of
the past and the present.

Security for women also means access to basic
human rights such as education and health care, to work
that allows them to help support themselves and their
families, and to food and shelter.  Afghanistan needs more
resources in order to rebuild, and reconstruction is needed

Dr. Sima Samar

A MONTH OF FIRSTS!
First National Conference of Canadian Women for Women in Afghanistan
 (co-sponsored by Canadian Council of Muslim Women) October 7, 8, 9

First democratic election for President of Afghanistan, October 9
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to create job opportunities so former war combatants can
put down their guns.

Only through international solidarity on behalf of
human rights and women’s rights can we achieve peace,
equality, justice, and a non-violent world. Thank you, my
friends in Canada, for your unwavering support and
commitment to the women of Afghanistan.

The Election in Afghanistan
by Colette Belanger

On October 9, 2004, millions of Afghans went to the polls to
cast their vote for the future President of Afghanistan.  The
months leading up to this momentous day have been filled
with uncertainty and political maneuvering, as well as threats
and incidents of violence.

The Taliban threatened and carried out deadly attacks against
voter registration teams and Afghans registering to vote.
Warlords used various tactics to intimidate or persuade
voters to mark ballots in their favour.

Still, despite the risk to their lives and families, 10.1 million
Afghans, 43% of them women, registered to vote and, as far
as can be determined, most went to the polls.  Afghans were
determined to have a voice in electing the leader of their
country as they hoped for a new, more peaceful era in
Afghanistan.

The candidates represented a wide spectrum of backgrounds
and approaches .  Dr. Massooda Jalal, the lone woman
candidate, promoted disarmament and non-partisanship.
Abdul Rashid Dostum, a warlord notorious for human rights
abuses was allowed to run in the race despite supposed
rules forbidding anyone commanding a militia from
participating.  Latif Pedram, poet and promoter of women’s
rights was accused by Supreme Court Justice Shinwari of
being “un-Islamic” and was almost banned from running.

The two main contenders were Hamid Karzai, the incumbent,
and Yunus Qanooni, former Minister of Education.  While
Karzai is seen as the front-runner and has the support of the
international community, Qanooni claimed to have the
support of the former mujahiddin.

Due to lack of security, none of the candidates was able to
campaign to any great extent.  Several of Hamid Karzai’s
attempts to venture outside the capital city of Kabul were
aborted due to violent attacks.

To say that the results of the vote, which are expected to be
available in approximately two weeks, will be representative
of the wishes of the entire population would be stretching
the truth.  Many areas of the country were not safe enough
for independent pollsters to reach.  Many women were either
forbidden to vote, or were told who to vote for by their
husbands or families.  The influence of warlords on the
results would be hard to determine, and irregularities in the
voting procedures difficult to assess under the
circumstances.   For many Afghans, the electoral process
itself was not well understood and the high rate of illiteracy
in Afghanistan has made it extremely difficult to educate the
population with regards to the voting procedures.

However, Afghans are to be congratulated on carrying out
the exercise in large numbers, and on the relative peacefulness
of the process.  No major incidences of violence were
reported on election day.  Some irregularities were reported
though,  and 17 of the 18 candidates staged a protest and
boycotted the election until they were assured an
independent investigation would take place.  The main issue
was the use of ink, which was supposed to be indelible,  to
mark voters’ fingers to prevent multiple vote casting.  Due
to confusion and lack of training at the polling stations,
some voters’ fingers were marked with erasable ink allowing
for the possibility of multiple votes.

So far, very preliminary results of the vote show Hamid Karzai
in the lead with 57%  followed distantly by Yunus Qanooni
with 18% of the vote.

And so, despite irregularities in the process,  the need for
greater voter education and better political savvy on the
part of the candidates,  Afghans have come through their
first election with great expectations and high hopes for the
future.  They deserve our support now, more than ever, as
they enter a new era of self-determination.
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