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Stories from

Afghanistan“As the plane descended 
upon Kabul Internation al 
Airport,
 I had my entire face pressed against the  window, 
oblivious of everyone around me, anxiously 
 trying to catch my first glimpse of the city. Almost 
thirty-six hours after leaving YVR, I was finally 
about to land in Kabul, the city I was born in 
and had heard so much about but yet had no real 
memories of.

My family, like so many others, left Kabul as 
the war started to escalate in 1992 when I was 
just five years old.  After living in Pakistan for a 
couple of years, we moved to Canada and it was 
here where most of my memories were made 
as I went from being a kid to a teenager to a 
university student. As I became older and more 
recently as Afghanistan went from being a place 
barely any of my friends had heard of to the main 
story in the news, I found myself  becoming more 
 curious about my birth home, more  interested 
in my  parents’ stories of what it used to be like. 
I frequently contemplated how a country that 
was once so peaceful could retreat to such a 
broken and war-ravaged state without anybody 

 intervening for so long. However, knowing 
the past cannot be changed, I started to focus 
on what was being done now to help rebuild 
Afghanistan and what I could do to become 
more involved.  This was what led me to 
Canadian Women for Women in  Afghanistan 
and the opportunity to volunteer with the 
 incredible girls at the Omid-e-Mirmun 
 Orphanage in Kabul. So, after 17 years I was 
about to embark on a journey back to Kabul, 
not fully sure of what to expect.

I found myself speechless during the taxi ride 
from the airport to the place I was staying at. 
I was amazed by the natural beauty and the 
proximity of the mountains that seemed to be 
everywhere I looked. I was surprised at the 



sights of modern and luxurious 
houses and business centers. I 
choked back tears and my heart 
broke when I saw two young 
boys, with amputated legs, 
crawling on their hands begging 
for money.  

As I headed towards the 
 orphanage on my second day 
in Kabul, I couldn’t help but 
wonder about whether the girls 
would like having me around 
and what they would think of 
me. However, as I walked into 
the orphanage and saw a group 
of girls anxiously waiting with 
big smiles on their faces, all 
my worries disappeared.  I 
received hello’s and hugs from 
every direction and tried my 
best to catch everyone’s names. 
It was obvious to me that the 
 hospitality and mannerism that 
the people of Afghanistan value 
so much was deeply engraved 
in the girls’. I couldn’t help but 
smile when I caught some of 
the younger girls’ looking at me 
from the corner of their eyes, too 
shy to speak to me. I felt calm 
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having seen what a smart, kind 
and social group of girls I would 
be spending the next four weeks 
with. 

For the next four weeks, 
the girls and I had a routine 
 schedule for each day. I would 
spend time with the older girls 
first as they went to school in 
the afternoon, working on their 
English and teaching them the 
basics of  computers.  Once the 
younger girls returned from 

school, the sound of excited and 
eager  voices filled the air and 
soon they would all be around 
the table for the daily lesson. 
 Throughout the four weeks, I 
also spent time with each girl 
individually and was amazed 
by how much they opened up 
to me. I came to admire each 
one of them for the maturity and 
courage they displayed. Every 
day, I set foot in the orphanage 
with the hope that I could inspire 
each one of the girls and reinstate 
to them that anything is possible 
and that they truly hold the key to 
their future. I often reminded them 
to never let anyone or anything 
hold them back from chasing their 
dreams and setting their goals 
high. It was important to me that 
they knew they were not alone and 
there is an entire group of people 
like myself who are invested in 
helping them in any way we can.

 “I came to admire 
each one of them 
for the maturity and 
courage they dis-
played. ”



Ashsaque Khan
A Retired engineer from Calgary and a Volunteer 
with Canadian Women for Women in Afghanistan
was instrumental in building and funding a new school for 1,000 students. This 
school is managed by our partner, NEHC (see web site for full description: www.
cw4wafghan.ca). Construction began last fall and we asked Ashsaque to share 
his rewarding experiences as he reflects back on this one-year anniversary:

Interest in education there was 
equally strong amongst the 
boys. I was introduced to a 
young boy who had given up a job 
with his father in order to study 
and was one of the brightest 
students in the school.”
One morning we had decided to 
be at the construction site early 
in the morning. We saw three 
very young children heading 
towards the school. We stopped 
our taxi and asked if they would 
like a ride to school. It was a 
chilling January morning and 
they were not dressed very well 
for the winter. I can remember 
them wearing tethered clothes 
yet their faces were clean and 
they were clinging on to their 
worn out satchels. They piled 
in the back of the station wagon 
and were very thankful.

During the four months of 
 construction, students would 
wander away from their 
 dilapidated tent classrooms to 
view the progress of their school. 
They were looking forward 
to the day when they would 
move into the new  building and 
be sheltered from the warm 
 summer sun or the harsh  winter. 
The were so intrigued by the 
construction process and at 
times had to be shooed away for 
their own safety.

“The most incredible part of 
my whole Afghan experience 
was witnessing the enthusiasm 
for education displayed by the 
young girls in the village school 
near Jalalabad. They came early 
in the morning, some of them 
wearing the white chador with 
a green stripe, which was the 
quintessential marker for the 
NEHC school girls. You would 
see the uniform in the city of 
Jalalabad or in the village school. 

School started at 8:00 AM and 
you would see scores of young 
children walking a kilometer or 
more to reach the school before 
start time. They were playful 
and chasing each other, just as 
you would see in any schoolyard 
in Canada.

“The children were a 
great inspiration to me.

”
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How has it affected the students’ 
lives, their families, and the 
 community?
Once one person in a family knows 
something, they can convey the 
idea to others, like everyone in 
their family. For example; once we 
had some reading and talking about 
how to clean the  environment. 
 Afterwards, we found all the 
 students were talking about this 
with their families and making 
 others aware. 

What successes have you seen as a 
result of this project?
I am so happy to work with this 
program, because I wish to serve 
my people. There is only one 
public library in the center of 
city, which is not near for many 
people. But this library helped 
people of this district to access 
books too. We have a lot of book 
readers. We have 150-200 readers 
 coming to the library regularly. 
These include children, high school 
students, and  university students 
(from both  private and government 
 universities). We even have some 
books which are not found in Kabul 
 university’s own library. 

What challenges are you still facing?
One problem is the very small 
space of the library, and another 
problem is the  modest number 
of books on hands. Most people 
 cannot pay membership fees to 
 access the library, so supporting 
the library is hard. 

What message would you like to 
send to women in Canada who are 
supporting women in Afghanistan? 
My message for Canadian women 
is to ask them to keeping helping 
Afghan women so we can become 
independent. In this situation, 
widow women with 7 or 8 children 
managing their life with so many 
difficulties,  student with low level 
of economy and so many other is-
sues suffer  Afghan women. As they 
are in need of help.

What can we Afghans do to make a 
difference?
We Afghans should have unity, make 
our selves independent, and build our 
identity.

The following interview is from 
our Chilsitoon Library project 
working in collaboration with 
our partner organization, the 
 Afghan Women’s Resource 
 Centre. This library is located in 
a under-resourced area of Kabul.

How did the partnership  begin 
with your organization and 
 CW4WAfghan?
It began with the people’s need 
for a library. 

Describe what an average day is 
like for a teacher in Afghanistan?
Teachers are part of the poor 
strata in Afghanistan. The life of 
Afghan teachers is very  difficult. 
We have seen teachers who do 
not have enough food to eat 
themselves. Nevertheless, they 
still come to teach their students. 

How do you see the students  being 
impacted by CW4WAfghan’s 
 support?
CW4WAfghan’s support has led 
to a higher level of achievement 
among the students, by growing 
their knowledge. It has helped them 
access and study books, health care 
and many other issues. Some of 
the younger students come to read 
story books and that has helped 
expand their knowledge. 
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Ibrahimi
Fakhria

Fakhria Ibrahimi is a young Afghan photographer and documentary 
film maker with a special interest in capturing the stories of Afghan 
women's lives. Recently, CW4WAfghan commissioned Fakhria to 
visit several of our projects and record stories and photographs of 
the Afghan teachers and students. She lives in Kabul. Please watch 
upcoming newsletters and our web site for regular postings from 
Fakhria. Parwana

Parwana is a 20 year old teacher from Kabul. She works with Afghan 
Women’s Resource Center and CW4WAfghan at the Chilsitoon Library. 
Here she talks with Fakhira Ibrahmi on the Chilsitoon Library project.
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They found it hard to call be my 
name, choosing instead to call 
me “teacher”. I knew this was 
out of respect and soon realized 
I could not change their minds 
on the topic. However, in the 
end, they were the real teacher 
and I the student. I learned 
from the girls much more than 
I had in the past 21 years of 
my life. They showed me that 
life  always goes on no matter 
how bad it may seem and that 
 eventually things get better and 
you  become a stronger person. 
I fully  realized that you did not 
need to be related by blood to be 
a family. I was happy to see the 

strong friendships the girls had 
with each other and relieved to 
know that they were there for 
each other at all times. 

I went to Kabul, not fully aware 
of what to expect and wondering 
how the next five weeks would 
pass by. However, the five weeks 
felt more like a week and I left 
Kabul wishing I had more time 
to spend there. I learned so much 
about myself, life,  friendships 
and formed an unbreakable bond 
to an amazing group of girls 
who are bound to achieve so 
much in the future.

Marjan Nazer was born in Kabul, Afghanistan in 
1987, five years before her family fled to Pakistan. Her 
 family immigrated to Canada in 1997 when she was 
nine years old. As both of Marjan’s parents were civil 
 engineering professors at Kabul Polytechnic University, 
the importance of education was ingrained in her from a 
very young age. Currently, she is an undergraduate  student 
at UBC, working towards a Bachelors of Science degree 
in  Microbiology and Immunology. When not in school, 
 Marjan is heavily involved in the community, from UBC 
student clubs to volunteering at a geriatric care center. 
As she  became older, she found herself becoming increas-
ingly  curious about her birth home, and flustered by its broken and war-ravaged 
state after years of civil war. She longed to return to Afghanistan and become 
involved in the rebuilding process. More importantly, she wanted her trip to have 
a clear purpose and to stay involved   after her return to  Canada. This hope led her 
to  Canadian  Women for Women in Afghanistan and the opportunity to  volunteer 
at the Omid-e-Mirmun Orphanage in Kabul this past  summer.

- Marjan Nazer

Continued from Page 2



Flying 
Kites

For Women And Girls of
Afghanistan
By Marian Dodds I decided this birthday would be 

a great opportunity for me to gift 
my friends with another Afghan 
Inspired Feast and enable them to 
donate in lieu of birthday gifts. 
Party planning began in earnest. 
A friend, and graphic designer, 
created beautiful invitations. My 
sister Kat offered to host the party 
at her funky lofty in Vancouver’s 
Chinatown. Another friend, and 
professional DJ, agreed to provide 

I decided that kites would be 
 appropriate since kites are such a 
symbol of creativity and joy and 
are part of Afghan culture. Images 
of women reaching for the sky and 
the old quote ‘Women Hold up Half 
the Sky’ came to me as I searched 
out kites in Chinatown shops. I was 
pleased to find simple tissue paper 
kites in red and white. My talented 
friend Ulla agreed to paint them to 
suit the theme. Looking over the 
CW4WAfghan materials she was 
struck by the visual impact of the 
shawls the women and girls often 
wear loosely wrapped around their 
heads and shoulders and from there 
she created one image of a girl with 
a book to symbolize education and 
the second image of a woman with 
the equality symbol.

Thanks to the generosity of my 
friends and family I was able to 
celebrate my next decade in the 
way that makes me happiest -- tasty 
food, good music and a wonderful 
ambiance coupled with generous 
donations. 

It was a deeply satisfying 
 celebration to launch me into my 
next decade of local and global 
involvement for a more socially just 
world.

Unsure about how to mark my 
60th birthday in June inspiration 
struck as I read the chapter about 
the  CW4WAfghan projects in Sally 
Armstrong’s book Bitter Roots, 
Tender Shoots. Yes, I decided, 
this is the best way to celebrate 
my   “decade shift”. Having started 
my  career as a Home Economics 
teacher I’ve always had a passion 
for cooking and entertaining and 
the phrase  “breaking bread for 
 women” had instantly resonated 
with me when I read about it in a 
newspaper article. Years before I 
had made a huge banner for my 
classroom with the motto “Knead 
Love Into the Bread You Bake”. 
I thought back to a few years ago 
when, inspired by the article on   
Breaking Bread for  Women, three 
of us hosted an    “Afghan Inspired 
Feast” for women on our school 
staff for International Women’s 
Day. In our invitations we had 
offered 3 RSVP options: I will be 
there! Sorry cannot make it, and I 
cannot make it but I want to donate. 

To our surprise this invitation 
 migrated to other schools and 
cheques kept arriving. All told 
24 women came for dinner and 
over 40 donated! People still talk 
about the feast and this fundraising 
 project. 

the music. My friend, Carol, agreed 
to be the treasurer and accept 
 donations, freeing me up to serve 
food and mingle. Kat’s place was 
at one time, we think, a  Chinatown 
Tea House and its storefront 
 window called out for a display. 

7



Negeen

 addition to establishing a small 
community library, this project will 
provide literacy instruction for 20 
new trainees. From their project 
proposal "The library will promote 
the development of a culture of 
reading, and provide information 
resources and a calm environment 
for study.  The literacy classes run 
for 6 months, six days per week in 
two shifts morning and afternoon, 
with 10 women per shift."

CW4WAfghan imports many 
beautiful products from NEGEEN 
including exquisite jewelry with 
semi-precious stones indigenous 
to Afghanistan. Certain colours 
only come from certain provinces, 
and combined together, there are 
 dozens of different, distinctly 
bright colours used in traditional 
stonework jewelry, as well as for 
other handicrafts like small boxes, 
carved animals and even  colourful 
stone maps of Afghanistan.  Negeen's 
jewelry is handmade by Afghan 
women in Kabul, who  polish and 
bead the stones,  creating the unique 
patterns and designs themselves. 

CW4WAfghan Project Profile:

Originally established as HPWO 
(Help Poor Women Organization), 
Negeen is a non-profit  organization 
registered with the government 
of Afghanistan and certified to 
conduct operations throughout the 
country. Negeen is a name for a 
baby girl, which means signet or 
gem. The organization is  comprised 
of an innovative, energized and 
dynamic group of women with 
 creative skills. Their mandate is 
to aid impoverished or disabled 
women and girls through income 
generation and education. Negeen 
began by providing handicraft 
training and product marketing and 
has increased services to provide 
training of trainers; workshops in 
health, literacy, and human rights. 
Negeen has certified 2,800 (2009) 
trainees in different initiatives.

CW4WAfghan has provided 
 funding for communication needs 
of the organization  including 
 establishing a web site and 
 marketing materials (2008) and an 
exciting new initiative to  create 
a public library for the benefit of 
all women and girls (2009). In 

CW4WAfghan was able 
to nominate two of our 
partners from  NEGEEN 
to  participate in an 
 international conference on 
Muslim women’s rights in 
Kuala Lumpur,  Malaysia. 
They were selected to 
 attend with all expenses 
paid, and as a result were 
able to connect with other 
Muslim women activists 
to share experiences 
and  expertise. This was 
their first trip outside of 
 Afghanistan.

Afghan Partners, Shamzia and Raheeda             
from NEGEEN in Malaysia  
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VICTORIA
Courage to Learn:

Education for Afghan women and girls 

A panel discussion featuring visiting speakers 
from Afghanistan.

Lauryn Oates, project director for 
 Canadian Women for Women in Afghanistan moderated 
a pannel discussion held at St. Aiden’s United Church 
the evening of October 5th. This event, co-sponsored 
with the Social Justice Committee of St. Aiden’s, and 
the  Canadian Federation of University Women (CFUW), 
provided an opportunity for an audience of approximately 
150 people to listen to the participants explain their 
perspectives on education and human rights for Afghan 
women and girls.

Marjan Nazer, a University of British 
 Columbia student, had just returned from a volunteering 
at the Omid-e-Mirmum Orphanage, one of the projects 
that CW4WAfghan supports. Marjan witnessed, firsthand, 
the learning challenges and successes of young girls. In 
an environment of relative safety in Kabul, the girls are 
able to learn to read, and to feel that they are going to 
succeed in their war-torn country.

Marjan stated,” The most important thing is that every 
human being is entitled to human rights.” This message 
she conveyed to the audience was an impassioned call for 
education in Afghanistan.

Karen Christie, a senior analyst on 
education for CIDA in Ottawa, returned recently 
from  Kandahar where she worked with the Provincial 
 Reconstruction Team as an education officer. Because of 
the keen interest in the development side of the military 
mission in Kandahar, Karen provided a synopsis of the 
Canadian development perspective.

   - Canada is helping construct a dam in the Argandat 
area in Kandahar.
   - Canada is cooperating with the World Health 
 Organization in the national Afghan polio campaign.

Lauryn Oates

Marjan Nazer

Karen Christie

Approximately 150 Victoria participants attend-
ed the panel discussion in Victoria October 09.
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   - Canada is funding the construction of 50 schools in 
Kandahar.
   - Canada is working with UNICEF on literacy 
 training, basic education, and gender equality projects.
   - In cooperation with the Netherlands and Save the 
Children, Accelerated Learning Centres are being 
constructed for secondary education.
   - With the Ministry of Education of Afghanistan, a 
national curriculum is proposed with the specific aim as 
stated by Karen, “equal access for quality education for 
all.”

Karen’s analysis also included the grave challenges of 
security and safety, working with corrupt government 
officials, and the extreme lack of water and sanitation.

Jamila Akberzai is the executive 
 director and founder of the NGO Afghan Women’s 
Welfare Development.  She was the first Afghan 
project director to attend a Victoria event and it was 
indeed a pleasure to have representation from one of 
the projects that CW4WAfghan has funded.  With our 
help, classes are provided to Afghan female refugees in 
computer use, English and job skills. Jamila  explained 
that the women become employable and get jobs quite 
readily.

As was so eloquently stated by Jamila at an afternoon 
gathering of food and conversation, “I now know the 
value of Canadian Women for Women in Afghanistan. 
I can now more fully explain to the women and girls 
in my projects the commitment and dedication of this 
Canadian organization.”

Qudsia Karimi, a Political Science 
 student at the University of British Columbia, spoke 
of her Afghan experience from a refugee perspective. 
Having the experience of education in Iran, Malay-
sia, and now Canada, she provided a more global 
 commentary on “Taliban” behaviours toward female 
students and  particularly herself. This  “Taliban” 
outlook is prevalent in many countries, where women 
do not have equal and fair access to secondary and 
university education, and from Qudsia’s personal 
experience, stalking by male students and harass-
ment and  intimidation in Malaysia by male university 

 professors, is a common practice. Qudsia’s answer to 
“What is the Taliban?” is the following:
“The Taliban existed in the time of my grandmother. 
The Taliban is a state of mind, a school of thought.” 
Her message to the audience was, “The only way to 
Taliban proof anyone is education, education, educa-
tion. The universal human right to education is such a 
struggle.”

With Lauryn’s skilled comments after each speaker, 
and her knowledge of involvement in project work in 
Afghanistan with CW4WAfghan,  the evening came 
to a close with refreshments served amid the Afghan 
products and books sold by the Victoria chapter vol-
unteers.

In addition to the evening panel discussion, the pan-
elists participated in a variety of discussions at the 
University of British Columbia, and at a class presen-
tation to a local High School in Victoria.

The Victoria Chapter for CW4WAfghan
Respectfully submitted by

Wilma Sotas

Qudsia Karimi

Jamila Akberzai

“The only way to Taliban proof anyone is 
education, education, education. 

The universal human right to education is 
such a struggle.”
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Watch for our special edition newsletter, Hope in Motion:      
Education for Afghan Women & Girls, coming out soon. The following is an excerpt 
from an email received from a delegate and new member of    CW4WAfghan:

....I am richer and much more hopeful now than I was before the workshops. I have a much stronger feeling 
that our actions are causing reactions--much like that proverbial pebble thrown into a still pond.

Have a dinner, send a cheque, allow a child school access and hope, allow her parents hope and access to 
her lessons, the village feels a change in the wind. My sense of commitment is so much stronger. Thank 
you…

Ann, Vancouver

Canadian volunteers believe that individuals, as 
global citizens, working in solidarity and with in-
tegrity of purpose and action, can affect positive 
change in the world through education and the 
promotion of social justice and human rights.

Moving from Charity to Solidarity

A variety of workshops where held Oct. 1-3, 2009 in 
 Vancouver to engage Canadians in understanding the 
 importance of education for women and girls in Afghanistan.

The CW4WAfghan board and chapter representatives met together in Vancouver Oct. 1-3, 2009 in a series of 
Public Engagement workshops on Education in Afghanistan.
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