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‘Thank you for your letter about Baroness Prosser’s speech on women, peace and
security during the Queen's Speech Debate on 4 December 2008 in relation to the
Associate Parliamentary Group on Women, Peace and Security (APG-WPS) and
Afghanistan. | have replied separatelv to Baroness Prosser.

I am all too well aware of the difficult situation many women in Afghanistan still face
and British Embassy officials regularly discuss women’s rights with members of the
Afghan government. non-governmental organisations (NGO) and Parliamentarians.
The UK works to enhance the status of women in three main ways, through policy
engagement with the Afghan government, through support for national programmes
‘and services, which benefit women, and through bilateral programmes.

Despite the challenges, progress has been made. Over a third of children now in
school are girls and we have committed over £35 million to support the Afghan
government’s micro-finance programme, giving women in particular better access to
finance. Following the adoption of a quota system, 27% of seats in the Lower House
of the Afghan Parliament are now held by women. Despite this progress, we cannot
be, and are not, complacent. There is still much to be done.

The majority of our financial support for human rights is channelled through the
‘Afghan government, because gender inequality is a deeply embedded and long-term
problem which requires a strategic approach. The question of direct budgetary
support has been raised frequently by NGOs requesting that more funding be
channelled outside of the Afghan government. However, for sustainable progress to
be made it is essential that we take this approach and build up funding through the
government. We want the Afghan government to lead, and channelling our funds
directly through Afghan government systems helps build their capacity to deliver
basic services to all Afghan citizens. In order to ensure that funds are reaching the
right places. we are providing assistance on public financial management and
budgeting reform in key Afghan ministries.




Through the Afghanistan Reconstruction Trust Fund (ARTF), we are funding
teachers’ and health workers’ salaries, which has resulted in better access to health
and education for women and girls. The ARTF is managed by the World Bank and
independently monitored. It reimburses the Afghan government upon proof of
legitimate expenditure. In this way, we have placed over 100,000 teachers in schools,
which has contributed to the increase of pupils in school from 1 million in 2001 to
approximately 6 million today. This year alone, 330,000 girls started school for the
first time, all of whom were denied access to education under the Taleban.

Since 2001 the UK has given over £1.75 million to support the Afghanistan
Independent Human Rights Commission (AIHRC), and will give a further £200.000
this financial vear to support its 2009-10 Action Plan. The AIHRC has over 500 staff
across Afghanistan, from Badakhshan in the north to Helmand in the south, acuvely
tackling issues such as women’s rights, child rights and false imprisonment, as well
reporting on concems.

The ATHRC now has representatives in Helmand province, who are helping support
the new Women and Children’s Justice Group, established in Lashkar Gah in August
2008. Run by prominent female members of the community, the group is developing
and implementing practical programmes on the ground to support women and
children’s rights and justice issues.

Like you. we are deeply concerned about the ongoing problems with forced and
underage marriages in Afghanistan. Through our support to the informal justice
sector we will help address violations against the rights of women and girls. The UK
funds two bilateral programmes that address issues of violence against women. We
contribute £737.000 to United Nations Development Fund for Women’s Elimination
of Violence against Women Special Fund. Through this programme, government
partners and NGOs are being supported to improve protection and assistance 10
women at risk and victims of violence. The UK is also supporting a five-vear
Women's Empowerment programme from 2005-2010,.implemented by the NGO
Womankind. This £500,000 initiative focuses on promoting women's equal
participation in governance. building awareness of women’s rights among civil
society and policy makers. and on providing educational, health. community and
psycho-social support for victims of violence.

The UK is committed to the full implementation of UNSCR 1325, to protect the rights
of women and girls in areas suffering conflict, and to incorporate their perspectives in
conflict resolution and peacekeeping planning. To encourage the Afghan government
to implement this resolution we are funding various programmes, including those
mentioned above, to promote women's equal participation in governance and to build
awarcness of women's rights among civil society and policy makers.
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