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Welcome to 2026! Year after year, we all hope for
brighter news from Afghanistan, but while we wait,
SAWA continues to support education and training for
Afghan women and girls, and provide humanitarian
assistance when we can.

This issue of SAWAN gives an overview of the tireless
work being done by our partner organisation, OPAWC,
and the hope and opportunities it provides for the
women involved.  There is also a report of the 1000
Splendid Suns event at the Afghan Embassy late last year.

And included in this issue are the words of Afghan people
themselves — from OPAWC students to the Afghan
Ambassador, and the first female Vice-President of
Afghanistan. We hope you find them all inspirational.

(For local news from SA and NSW, see pages 4 and 5)

2025: ANOTHER BUSY YEAR AT OPAWC

OPAWC’s Annual

Report for 2025 A CONSCIOUS WOMAN
details all activities | 1S THE PILLAR OF FREEDOM!

of the Vocational

Training Centre
(VTC) in Kabul, and
OPAWC  programs

operating in other
provinces. It high-
lights the ongoing -
dedication of teachers, and the enthusiasm and
achievements of the students.

All the vocational courses aim to equip women with
knowledge and practical skills which can lead to
opportunities for employment. In particular,
English and Computing classes have become a vital
link to online education and the wider world, and
access to computers is highly valued. 20 students
participated in computing classes during 2025, with
44 studying English. Sewing classes have also
provided many women with skills and opportunities
for home-based work and an income.

Daily awareness sessions related to women’s rights,
mental health and self-development have been

held during the year. And to sustain students’
morale, and create a friendly and motivational
leaning environment, each class has arranged
monthly gatherings to provide opportunity for
stronger interaction.

Other activities throughout the year have included:

e International Women’s Day (March 8) —Seminar
focused on Family Planning and Birth Spacing.

e Welcome Ceremony in the new VTC location.

e Menstrual Hygiene Awareness Seminar (May 2)

e Graduation ceremony in December.

e Food assistance for students: With SAWA’s
support, OPAWC distributed food packages to
35 vulnerable families of students in Kabul and
Nangahar.

e The Hamoon Mobile Health Team provided
emergency response to earthquake victims in
Kunar, and medical aid, food and water to
hundreds of Afghan returnees at the Islam Qala
border, during Pakistan’s forced migration.

Australia to send aid to Afghanistan

The Australian Government is sending more than S50m
in additional humanitarian support to Afghanistan to
address the deteriorating situation exacerbated by the
Taliban failing to meet basic human needs.

The Federal Government announced on
29 January: “The people of Afghanistan are enduring one
of the world’s worst protracted humanitarian crises.”
For more information, see
https://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/afghanistan/developm
ent-assistance/development-assistance-in-

afghanistan

Update on Kunar Earthquake:

People in villages destroyed by the 6.2 earthquake that
struck Kunar province last year are still living in tents and
now facing extreme winter conditions in this
mountainous region. SAWA sent an additional $3000
to OPAWC this month for the provision of blankets.
OPAWC is also providing warm clothing made by
students at the Vocational Training Centre.
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Letters from students at the Vocational
Training Centre

| earned money to buy clothes for my sons,
but | couldn’t afford to pay for sewing.
Another woman offered to sew a dress for
me in exchange for my help. | worked havd
just to get one new dress for my only son.
Since learning to sew at OPAWC, I've done
all my sewing myself. If | improve further, |
can even earn money by sewing others’
dresses, which is easier than working in
various homes.

| am happy. Our teacher is very kind and

helps us. Thank you for this opportunity.

F...., 30,
Sewing Class Student, Kabul

Once, | cleaned a neighbor’s house and
earned money to buy clothes for my sons,
but | couldn’t afford to pay for sewing.
Another woman offered to sew a dress for
me in exchange for my help. | worked hard
just to get one new dress for my only son.
Since learning to sew at OPAWC, I've done
all my sewing myself. If | improve further, |
can even earn money by sewing others’
dresses, which is easier than working in
various homes.

I am happy. Our teacher is very kind and
helps us. Thank you for this opportunity.

Sewing Class Student, Kabul

THE DRAWING COMPETITION
In October, SAWA provided
a small sum, in addition to

for the purpose of a
drawing competition for art
enthusiasts.
This competition was held
at the VTC.

The organisers made efforts to provide a safe
environment to foster the spirit of creativity among
the 40 participants, who were divided into three
categories: children, students inside the centre,
and students from outside the centre.

Taliban restrictions have led to a reduction in artistic
opportunities, so the drawing competition created
a chance for participants to express their feelings,
thoughts, and inner experiences. All the completed
artworks were displayed for public viewing and
evaluation, and each artist had the opportunity to
talk about their drawing and the ideas behind their
work. To ensure that all the children felt included,
a prize was awarded to everyone.

Dr Sima Sarmar, first female vice-president
of Afghanistan, visits Australia

Dr Sima Sarmar,
the first female
vice-president of
Afghanistan,

visited Australia
and spoke at
Parliament

House, Canberra,
on 14 December.

Dr Sarmar urged Australia and the world to
remember Afghanistan, a country silenced by the
Taliban regime.  She reflected on her country’s
history of conflict, and the work of nation-building
which occurred after the ousting of the Taliban in
2001, work which included 20 years of developing a
new Constitution, Ministries and institutions. All
this was swept away when the Taliban took control
again in 2021.

Dr Samar also urged the Australian government to
reconsider the proposed closure of The Embassy of
the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan in Australia
This Embassy is one of several in countries around
the world that do not recognise the Taliban. The
Refugee Council of Australia is also deeply
concerned by reports that it may be closed soon.

For the full text of Dr Samir Samar’s speech, go to:
https://search.app/?link=https://www.theguardian.com/
australia-news/2025/dec/25/sima-samar-afghanistan-
first-female-vice-

president&utm source=dsdf,sharefoc,sh/x/discover/m1
/A&utm campaign=dsdf,harefoc,sh/x/discover/m1/4
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‘A Thousand Splendid Suns’ event
at the Embassy of Afghanistan in
Canberra: 29 November 2025

This event was organised as part of the global
campaign of 16 Days of Activism against Gender-
Based Violence, which runs annually from
November 25 (International Day for the Elimination
of Violence against Women) to December 10
(Human Rights Day).

The event attracted a crowd of Afghan and
Australian dignitaries and supporters, who were
warmly welcomed by the Afghan Ambassador, His
Excellency Wahidullah Waissi.

His welcome speech is reprinted here in full, with
permission, as it carries many important messages
that SAWA shares.

Today, in this house of Afghanistan, we gather not in darkness
but in defiance of it. We gather beneath a thousand suns, each
one representing a woman, a girl, a dream, a memory that
refuses to fade.

Over the past four years, Afghanistan has witnessed one of the
darkest reversals of human rights in modern history. More than
1.2 million girls have been barred from schools beyond grade
six. Universities that once echoed with laughter now echo with
silence. Women who once served as ministers, judges,
journalists, artists, and athletes are now confined to their
homes—punished for wanting to live, to learn, to lead. The
world calls it discrimination or gender persecution. But we, the
people of Afghanistan, must name it truthfully: it is gender
apartheid. A deliberate, systematic erasure of half a nation.

It is not our culture; it is not our faith. It is tyranny disguised as
religion, cruelty masquerading as tradition. And yet, despite
this suffocating darkness, Afghan women continue to shine.

They teach in secret. They paint on hidden walls. They whisper
lessons to children behind curtains. They post words of hope
that travel farther than any bullet or decree. They remind the
world that courage is not the absence of fear—it is action in
spite of it.

To those women, from Kabul to Herat, from Kandahar to
Bamiyan, from refugee camps to classrooms abroad, | say: we
see you. You are not forgotten, and you are not alone. Every
message written in our Thousand Suns campaign, every note
of music performed here today, every act of solidarity in this
room, carries your voice beyond borders and beyond silence.

To the Taliban ... let me speak with clarity and respect ... but
also with truth. You cannot govern by fear and call it faith.
You cannot imprison women and call it purity. You cannot
extinguish the light of knowledge and expect your people oto
see the future. Power that rests on fear is fragile; it shatters

with time. Real power grows from legitimacy, from consent,
from justice. The Taliban may hold the guns, but Afghan
people, especially women, hold the conscience of the nation
and history will side with them.

To our friends here in Australia and around the world, thank
you for standing beside the people of Afghanistan when hope
seemed out of reach. Australia trained teachers, built schools,
and protected lives in Afghanistan for two decades. Your
soldiers and civilians made sacrifices that will never be
forgotten. But our partnership must not end because the
headlines have moved on.

The struggle for Afghan women'’s rights did not finish when
the last foreign plane departed Kabul, it merely entered a new
chapter that demands your continued attention and moral
leadership.

Every scholarship offered to an Afghan girl, every visa granted
to a persecuted family, every platform given to Afghan voices
is an act of resistance against erasure. You are helping to keep
alive the idea of an Afghanistan that believes in equality,
education, and dignity.

To the Afghan diaspora, you are the living bridge between a
wounded homeland and a watching world. Your freedom is not
an escape from responsibility it is an extension of it. Through
your work, your art, your study, and your service, you show that
Afghanistan’s story did not end in 2021. You are the proof that
even when the country is landlocked, its people are not hope-
locked.

Let us use this freedom not only to survive but to serve to tell
the truth when others are silenced, to build communities where
others destroy, to teach where schools are closed. Each of us
carries a small sun within us; together we can light a sky that
no regime can darken.

Distinguished participants,

History will one day judge us not by the wars we fought but by
the voices we protected. The future of Afghanistan will not be
decided by force, but by education; not by decrees, but by
dignity; not by ideology, but by inclusion.

So let this gathering send a message—clear and unbreakable:
that the world has not forgotten Afghan women; that the
embassies of the Republic still stand as symbols of lawful
representation, of  humanity, and of  continuity;
and that the spirit of our nation remains unoccupied,
undefeated, and unextinguished.

We are here to say to the world: Afghanistan’s sun has not set.
It is merely waiting for the dawn of justice.

May that dawn come soon. May those thousand suns rise
again over the mountains of our homeland.
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Successful market stall at Fullarton
SAWA-SA had a
great morning at
Fullarton Market in
November. Many
visitors stopped by
to Sign a ‘Sun’ to
send a message of
hope to women in
Afghanistan.

A display of Suns
proved popular and
added colour to our

stall ... despite the rain that set in at lunchtime
Pictured above: Belinda (volunteer),
Maureen and Margaret (Committee members

With sales and donations,
we more than covered our
i costs and extended
awareness of the situation
facing women in
Afghanistan today.

planning  more
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.| market days in 2026.

Committee news: With great pleasure we
invited two guests to our first Committee meeting
for 2026. Berishta Anwar, President Afghan
Women'’s Federation SA, and Hadya
Qorbanzadaha, a law student who is currently
working with a Migration Agent, Both women
gave us some valuable insights into the Afghan
community in South Australia and a wealth of
practical information about fund-raising and
transferring money.

Hadya will be joining the Committee, and Berishta
is keen to keep in touch and assist with advice
through her extensive network.

More good news ... We're also welcoming Rose
Herriot to our Committee. Rose is studying
International Relations, while also managing her
own dress hire business. She is active in raising
awareness about SAWA among her clients, and
gathering donations.

Both Hadya and Rose bring energy, commitment
and skills to the Committee, and along with
Charlotte who joined us last year, they’ve brought
the average age of our group down significantly!

Afghan Cultural Event: 1 February 2026
SAWA was represented at the first Afghan Cultural
Event held by the Federation of Afghanaiming to
bring Afghan community groups closer together.)
We were impressed by the beautiful traditional
clothing worn by many of the guests — men,
women and children. Speeches included a
presentation by SAWA friend, Pamela Rajkowski,
on the cameleer pioneers in outback SA.

Afghan children
singing the
national anthem,
waving flags of
the Republic of
Afghanistan.

Other ways to support Afghanistan.
Long time SAWA supporter, Jack Desbiolles,
brought this fund-raiser to our attention.
Butterfly of Hope - Afghan Support | Chuffed | Non-
profit charity and social enterprise fundraising

The Butterfly of Hope charity is supporting Afghan
returnees forced back from Iran and Pakistan.
Jack commented: “The scale of displacement is
mind blowing... and not reported in our media.”

NOTE: We are still seeking an Assistant Treasurer.
Some book-keeping experience will be welcomed!
Email: sawacommittee@gmail.com $$$$$$$$

Convenor: Maureen Arnott Treasurer: Carol Shamsabadi

Rose Herriot, Margaret Gadd (Editor SAWAN)
ABN: 73 162 014 759 SA Incorporation No. A38759

Public Officer: Julie Irwin
Committee Members: Jill Brooking, Zainab Kazimi, Charlotte Stubber, Hadya Qorbanzadaha,

SA Licence No. CCP1699
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NURISTAN PROJECT

We continue to receive regular reports and
photographs on the project we support in Nuristan
province. We are currently waiting for the budget
to be provided for next financial year.

FUNDRAISING LUNCH 2025
Our lunch
at Bamiyan
Restaurant
in Five
Dock last
December
was a great
success.
Over sixty
people
attended and some very generous donations were
sent by supporters unable to attend.
We raised a total of $4,895.00.

It was an honour to have as our guest speaker
Nasiba Akram-Haidari, OAM, founder and
director of the Yassna Foundation. Nasiba has led
a remarkable life dedicated to the service of
humanitarian causes. She and her husband came
to Australia as political refugees following the
Communist takeover in Afghanistan in the late
1970s. She went on to offer her home as a place
of shelter and safety for hundreds of other Afghan
refugees over the past few decades. She also
worked tirelessly as a dedicated leader and
advocate for humanitarian causes in community
development, refugee support and women’s
empowerment.

Nasiba pointed out that Afghan women had the
right to vote in 1919, long before women in many
Western countries, and they contributed actively
to the political, social and economic progress of
the nation. Political upheaval, foreign
interventions and cultural erasure repeatedly
shattered these hard-won rights.

In her words — “An invasion can profoundly alter a
nation’s cultural values, traditions, language and
way of life. Over the past fifty years, Afghanistan
has lost many of its most educated sons and
daughters through death, displacement and forced
migration. Along with them the nation lost much
of its social and cultural foundation. The culture
of survival replaced our ancient traditions of
hospitality. Even our sacred code of giving
protection was broken. It was not only lives that
were lost, but the very soul of a society. Let us
remember that democracy cannot be imposed
from above. It must grow from within the people
who live it, understand it and shape it.”

‘A Thousand Voices, A Thousand Acts,

A Thousand Splendid Suns’ event at the Aghan
Embassy in Canberra

Marg Bailey and Mary Venner met with the Afghan
Ambassador, His Excellency Wahidullah Waissi,
when he was visiting Sydney prior to the Thousand
Suns event. We agreed to help gain signatures
and messages on paper suns to be displayed at the
event. We also promoted the event and gained
more signatures at the Afghan Film Festival in the
city and Parramatta.

STALL AT BALMAIN MARKET
Despite low numbers at the market in December,
we raised approximately $1,500. Thank you to

members and supporters who donated goods for
sale or called by to help on the day.
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