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SAWA COMMITTEE DECISION    
 

We deeply regret that the worsening situation in 
Afghanistan, and the increased risks that the 
women we support are facing, have led to a 
decision NOT to post this issue of SAWAN on our 
website. This is the first time in SAWA’s 20-year 
history that a decision such as this has been 
taken. As yet, we have not decided to remove all 
past newsletters, but this may be a future step. 
  
SAWA has been receiving frequent news from 
the Vocational Training Centre (via a secure 
messaging app) that the Taliban are imposing 
heavy threats and measures on suspected 
activities that defy their harsh decrees. The 
Taliban are currently also taking a strong interest 
in funds provided by international charities and 
donors. 
 

The SAWA Committee is acting on advice and 
requests from OPAWC in relation to the situation 
in Afghanistan and the information we share on 
our website, social media and newsletters. If 
these brave women deem that information 
about their activities potentially endangers lives 
or ongoing activities, we will take any further 
steps necessary.  
 

We will keep you informed via news, distributed 
via email, only to members and friends in 
Australia and New Zealand.    
 

PLEASE KEEP THE WOMEN OF AFGHANISTAN IN 
YOUR HEARTS. 

 
 

THIS ISSUE focuses on how (some) western 
governments, activists and religious scholars 
are responding to the harsh Taliban regime.   
There is still much more that needs to be 
done but these responses demonstrate that 
Afghanistan has not been forgotten.   

 

Burqa-clad 
women walk 

through 
Kandahar, 

Afghanistan on  
22 August 2024.     

(Photograph: 

Qudratullah 

Razwan/EPA) 

 
 

Frightening new Taliban decrees deemed 
“gender apartheid” 

As a SAWA supporter, you will probably have read 
or heard news of the new Taliban laws that 
prohibit women from speaking or showing their 
faces outside their homes. These laws have been 
condemned by the UN and met with horror by 
human rights groups. 

The new “vice and virtue” laws state that women 
must completely veil their bodies, including their 
faces, in thick clothing at all times in public. 

Women’s voices are also deemed to be potential 
instruments of vice and so are not allowed to be 
heard in public. Women must also not be heard 
singing or reading aloud, even from inside their 
own homes. 

The restrictions have been strongly condemned by 
the UN’s special representative for Afghanistan, 
who said they extend the “intolerable restrictions” 
on the rights of women and girls already imposed 
by the Taliban since they took power in August 
2021.  

Earlier this year, the Taliban also announced the 
reintroduction of the public flogging and stoning 
of women for adultery.  

The UN and human rights groups are calling the 
exclusion of women and girls from almost every 
aspect of public life gender apartheid. 
(Full details:   The Guardian, 26 August 2024.) 



 

  

How are Governments responding to the 
Taliban?    
AUSTRALIA has taken groundbreaking legal action 
with Canada, Germany and the Netherlands 
which could see these four countries taking the 
Taliban to the International Court of Justice (ICJ) 
over its oppression of women. 
This decision has been praised by women’s rights 
advocates from Afghanistan who say there is a 
desperate need for the international community 
to ramp up pressure on the Taliban. 
 

In a statement, Foreign Minister Penny Wong said  
"The Taliban has demonstrated contempt for the 
human rights and fundamental freedoms of 
women and girls in Afghanistan, through a 
campaign of sustained and systematic 
oppression."  

The four Governments 
agree that the Taliban’s 
treatment of women 
clearly constitutes a 
crime against humanity 
under Article 7 of the 
Rome Statute and 
should be recognized as 
“gender apartheid”, as 
requested by the UN 
Rapporteur.   They also 
argue that the Taliban 
regime has violated the 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women (signed by the 
former regime in Afghanistan) and has 
systematically abused the rights of girls and 
women since seizing power in August 2021.   
  

Human rights groups say this is the first time that 
western governments have used the ICJ to take 
any country to court over gender discrimination.  
They also consider that if the ICJ rules against the 
Taliban it will be harder for other countries to 
normalise ties with the regime. 
 

Afghanistan researcher at Human Rights Watch 
Fereshta Abbasi, said these actions "may mark the 
beginning of a path to justice at the World Court 
for the Taliban's egregious human rights violations 
against Afghan women and girls". 
 

Susan Hutchinson, executive director of Azadi-e 
Zan, which helps Afghan women’s rights 

defenders, also acknowledged the significance of 
these actions, but added:  
“ …. the Australian government could do much 
more to ensure women fleeing persecution from 
Afghanistan had a safe pathway to our country.   
We also need to ensure we meet our own 
protection standards for Afghan women and 
provide timely safe migration pathways through 
our humanitarian visa process and development 
assistance focused on women- led organisations 
and women's programming in Afghanistan." 
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2024-09-26/australia-
taliban-international-court-of-justice-
afghanistan/104400184?utm_source=abc_news_app&utm_
medium=content_shared&utm_campaign=abc_news_app&
utm_content=other 
 

Responses from activists:       Women’s groups 

in many countries are seeking ways to stand in 
solidarity with their sisters in Afghanistan.    
Spanish activists have launched a petition calling 
on the International Criminal Court (ICC) to classify 
the Taliban’s treatment of women and girls as a 
crime against humanity. 
 

The petition collected 1,000 signatures in just one 
day.  Among the signatories are journalists, MPs, 
professors, lawyers, and women who are working 
in international associations, including SAWA. 

*********************************** 

SAWA Discussion Forum on ‘How should 
the West respond to the Taliban?’ 
Around 50 SAWA 
supporters and 
members of the 
public attended 
SAWA’s discussion 
forum at Adelaide 
University on 
30 August. The event 
was organised jointly 
with the university’s 
Politics and International Relations Association 
(PIRA).   
 

Human Rights advocate, Claire O’Connor SC, 
coordinated the lively panel discussion and 
moderated the many questions from the audience. 
The first panelist, Associate Professor Tim Legrand 
explained that the international community faces 
a dilemma in responding to the Taliban. Should we 
engage with a brutal, authoritarian regime and 

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2024-09-26/australia-taliban-international-court-of-justice-afghanistan/104400184?utm_source=abc_news_app&utm_medium=content_shared&utm_campaign=abc_news_app&utm_content=other
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2024-09-26/australia-taliban-international-court-of-justice-afghanistan/104400184?utm_source=abc_news_app&utm_medium=content_shared&utm_campaign=abc_news_app&utm_content=other
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2024-09-26/australia-taliban-international-court-of-justice-afghanistan/104400184?utm_source=abc_news_app&utm_medium=content_shared&utm_campaign=abc_news_app&utm_content=other
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2024-09-26/australia-taliban-international-court-of-justice-afghanistan/104400184?utm_source=abc_news_app&utm_medium=content_shared&utm_campaign=abc_news_app&utm_content=other
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2024-09-26/australia-taliban-international-court-of-justice-afghanistan/104400184?utm_source=abc_news_app&utm_medium=content_shared&utm_campaign=abc_news_app&utm_content=other


 

  

thus give them what they want in terms of 
recognition and financial support?  Or should we 
refuse to engage and risk the regime aligning with 
countries like Iran, Russia and China?  Tim 
suggested that refusing international recognition, 
continuing to impose sanctions and withholding 
external funds may turn out to be effective levers 
to achieve change in Taliban policy. 
 

Erfanullah Abidi, a former interpreter with 
Australian armed forces in Afghanistan, briefly 
outlined recent Afghan history, demonstrating 
that the current situation is not a consequence of 
Afghan cultural traditions or religion, but is the 
result of the wars that have disrupted the country 
since the 1980s. Erfan’s presentation included 
photos of young Afghan women in the 1970s 
wearing miniskirts, attending university and 
working in professional roles, freedoms no longer 
possible under the Taliban. 
 

Zainab Kazemi talked about her recent return to 
Afghanistan for the first time since leaving as a 
child, and the difficulties she encountered during 
this trip. Although travelling with her husband and 
family members, Zainab, as a woman, was very 
restricted in what she could do or where she could 
go.  They were frequently stopped and questioned 
by armed Taliban at checkpoints - a very 
frightening experience.     
 

During discussion, both Erfan and Zainab spoke 
strongly against recognising or cooperating with 
the current regime. The Taliban, they argued, are 
not a government and should not be recognised.  
Both were also in favour of imposing sanctions 
against the Taliban. 
 

The forum concluded with audience questions and 
a discussion of other actions that could assist 
Afghanistan.  Zainab emphasised the need for 
humanitarian aid to address the extreme poverty 
being experienced by so many people. Tim 
Legrand suggested developing more opportunities 
for online education for women in Afghanistan 
and supporting members of the Afghan diaspora 
outside the country to prepare for the eventual 
collapse of the Taliban regime.  
 

A video recording of the forum is available on 
YouTube at: https://youtu.be/g9EuJg7wxp4 
(Thanks to Mary Venner for summarizing the Discussion 
Forum.) 

 

Responses from religious scholars – 
challenges for the Taliban 
Thursday, October 3, 2024    (Article by Palwasha L. 

Kakar;  Mohammad Osman Tariq  . 
 

In an interesting article published by the US 
Institute of Peace, researchers state that the 
Taliban’s new vice and virtue law is facing pushback 
from Afghan religious scholars, civil society, the 
wider Muslim community and even amongst some 
of the Taliban themselves. 
 
The latest Taliban limitations are framed under an 
extremist interpretation of Islam.  Noting that the 
law grossly misinterprets Islamic teachings, 
scholars have publicly challenged the regime, 
arguing that the Taliban’s claims about women’s 
voices and the necessity for strict covering are not 
supported by the Quran or Sunnah. They point to 
numerous religious texts that affirm women’s 
voices were heard and respected during the 
Prophet Muhammad’s time, directly contradicting 
the Taliban’s position.  
 
There are also 
increasing signs 
of internal 
division within 
the Taliban 
regarding the 
implementation 
of the vice and 
virtue law. 
Fearing potential 
unrest from both 
scholars and the 
general 
populace, the 
Taliban issued a statement on September 20 
prohibiting religious scholars from engaging in 
controversial topics.  This move suggests that the 
regime is acutely aware of growing dissatisfaction 
with its policies and is increasingly concerned 
about the possibility of dissent. 
 

To read the full article, see 
https://www.usip.org/publications/2024/10/religiou
s-leaders-civil-society-oppose-talibans-vice-and-
virtue-law 
 

For ideas as to how we as individuals can 
respond, see next page (SA news) 

https://youtu.be/g9EuJg7wxp4
https://www.usip.org/people/palwasha-l-kakar
https://www.usip.org/people/palwasha-l-kakar
https://www.usip.org/publications/2024/10/religious-leaders-civil-society-oppose-talibans-vice-and-virtue-law
https://www.usip.org/publications/2024/10/religious-leaders-civil-society-oppose-talibans-vice-and-virtue-law
https://www.usip.org/publications/2024/10/religious-leaders-civil-society-oppose-talibans-vice-and-virtue-law
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.. 

Annual General Meeting:  15 October 
 

The SAWA (SA) AGM was held at Rumi Palace on  
Tuesday 15 October.   Before the formalities, 
Committee members and guests enjoyed a delicious 
Afghan dinner.     
 

Highlights from the past year, outlined in the Report, 
include the visit of Muzafar Ali to the Vocational 
Training Centre, two Burnside Symphony Orchestra 
concerts (with proceeds to SAWA), an overview of 
presentations to Soroptimists and Zonta Clubs and a 
summary of news received from our friends in 
Afghanistan.     
 

The 2023-24 Annual Report and Financial Report will be 
posted on the website following confirmation with 
OPAWC.        www.sawa-australia.org    
 

Zonta presentation on 9th October 
 

Our visits to local women’s clubs are proving an 
effective way to share information about the situation 

facing women in 
Afghanistan today.   
We were pleased to 
be invited recently 
to Zonta Gawler, 
north of Adelaide, to 
speak about SAWA’s 
activities and raise 
some funds through 
sales of books and 
cards.    

Committee members, Maureen and Mary at the 
merchandise table after the talk to Zonta members..   
 
 

 

9th Ghan Film Festival, Adelaide  
23 & 24 November 6.30pm-9.00pm @ Mercury 

Two excellent films about Afghanistan to be 
shown.    Full details at: 

https://events.humanitix.com/9th-ghan-international-
film-festival-australia-giffa-adelaide 

 

 

Secret Schools in Afghanistan – an Adelaide 

connection.    The Empowerment Network Circle is 
another Australian group set up to support the 
education of girls in Afghanistan.    
 

Following the Taliban’s ban on schools for girls, this 
group, led by Afghan refugees in SA, worked with 
people they trusted inside Afghanistan to find safe 
places for secret schools. 
 

Ongoing management of the schools has not been 
easy.  Challenges of money, safety and logistics are 
ongoing.   Assistance is needed to pay for teachers, 
materials and security. The Empowerment Network 
relies on donations to keep the classes going.     
 

Erfan Abidi, a former 
interpreter with the 
Australian armed forces 
in Afghanistan, founded 
the Empowerment 
Network when he 
obtained a visa to come 
to Australia following 

the Taliban takeover.   Erfan is now resident in Adelaide, 
and active in the community.   He was a speaker at 
SAWA’s recent SAWA-PIRA Discussion Forum at the 
University of Adelaide on “How should the West 
respond to the Taliban.  (See report Page 3    For more 
information 
 Email:  erfanabdullah@gmail.com )   
 

What can we do as individuals to help the 
Afghan people? 
• Contribute to an Australian organisation that 

supports people in Afghanistan – e.g. SAWA 

• Sponsor an Afghan family or individual, here or in 
Afghanistan  

• Support scholarship programs for Afghan women – 
e.g. through New Hope/Omid Now 

• Lobby MPs via letters, emails, phone calls 
(Email addresses of all MPs are on the internet) 

• Talk to others, use social media, share news 
reports.   Spread awareness so that the Afghan 
people do not get forgotten. 

• Contact SAWA for advice and assistance.   

http://www.sawa-australia.org/
mailto:sawacommittee@gmail.com
http://www.sawa-australia.org/
https://events.humanitix.com/9th-ghan-international-film-festival-australia-giffa-adelaide
https://events.humanitix.com/9th-ghan-international-film-festival-australia-giffa-adelaide
mailto:erfanabdullah@gmail.com


 SAWA New South Wales        November 2024 
 SAWA-Australia (NSW) PO Box 1741, Rozelle NSW 2039 

                        ANZ Bank Balmain: Support Association for the Women of Afghanistan BSB 012-227  Acc # 157317444 

Convenor: Robyn Longhurst   Assistant Convenor: Margaet Bailey   Secretary: Shirley Allen    
Treasurer: Carolyn Allen   Public Officer:  Deanna Fekete       Committee: Margaret Hetherton, Denise 
Fahey, Deanna Fekete, June Lunsmann, Jenny Malkevich, Trina Supit   
www.nsw.sawa-australia:   Facebook Support Association for the Women of Afghanistan SAWA-NSW 

 

NANGAHAR PROJECT NEWS.    

SAWA-NSW recently received the Annual Report 

from our project in Nangahar.   Here is an excerpt:    

“The Women’s Education Centre in Nangarhar focuses 

on empowering women and girls by providing basic 

education including literacy, tailoring and children’s 

classes.  Nangarhar is a sensitive region where 

extremists have long held significant influence, forcing 

women to remain at home and depriving them of 

education for years.  With the Taliban’s control, these 

restrictions have intensified and work in Nangarhar is 

fraught with even greater challenges 

Due to security concerns and threats stemming from 

extremist ideologies against women, the centre 

operates underground and secretly in a private home.  

Only a few local individuals are aware of the centre’s 

existence and collaborate with us.   Many women come 

to the centre seeking refuge from domestic violence 

and for them, stepping outside their homes, even for a 

moment, is a significant source of hope and relief from 

their stressful environments.   The main goal of the 

centre is to help women achieve economic and social 

independence, despite the persistent challenges posed 

by radical ideologies and Taliban control in the 

region.” 

PROJECT FUNDING:   In October, we sent $A24,332 

($US15,670) to OPAWC to cover the full annual 

budget for the project.      We also asked how they 
could best use some additional funding, the result of 

some generous donations received this year.    In 

response to their suggestion, we will shortly be 

sending an additional $US5,000 for the provision of 

food supplies for some students who are living in 

extreme poverty.      

FUNDRAISING: The February SAWAN included an 
article about Lenore Blackwood who left a very 
generous bequest in her will.    Subsequently, SAWA-
NSW received three boxes of beautiful 
textiles collected by Lenore during her travels.  She 
had lived in Kabul for a time before the Russian 
invasion in 1979 and Afghanistan always held 
special memories for her.  
 

 

With no expertise in this area, the committee sought 

advice from textile experts at The Asian Arts Society 

of Australia. (TAASA).   We discovered that they were 

friends of Lenore, and they have since spent many 

hours classifying these items into countries of origin 

and descriptions of use.    We are especially grateful 

to Helen Perry, Sally Powell and Lesley Callard for 

their assistance. 

Some textiles were auctioned at our dinner in July.   

And in October we had a successful stall at the 

Paddington Vintage Pop-Up Market.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
With additional items donated by members of 

TAASA, we have raised over $2,500 from Lenore’s 

gift.  The remaining items will be offered for sale at 

our upcoming lunch at Bamiyan Afghan Restaurant 

on Tuesday 12 November.    This will probably be the 

last time we have a function at the Five Dock venue 

as the owner, Haseeb (Michael) Miazad is opening a 

new restaurant in Crows Nest.   We thank Michael 

and his wife, Malia, for their ongoing support for 

SAWA over the years.   

ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING 
Our AGM on Tuesday 29 October confirmed the 
return of all committee members, the only change 
being that Margaret Bailey stepped up as Assistant 
Convenor, replacing Margaret Hetherton, who 
fortunately remains on the committee.    There is still 
one vacancy on the committee for any member who 
may be interested.   Of course, any assistance with 
SAWA’s activities is always welcome!  For instance, in 
the last financial year, we raised $1,783.24 from the 
sale of jams and marmalades made by long term 
member, Bronwyn Monro.      

http://www.nsw.sawa-australia/

	SAWAN FINAL (with SA page).pdf
	NSW page Final Nov2024.pdf

