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Welcome to another SAWAN 

International Women’s Day on 8th March is a time for 
celebration and reflection in many countries around the 
world.   In Afghanistan, women continue to mark the 
date and hope for peace and justice in the years ahead.     
Despite the hardships and challenges of life under the 
Taliban, OPAWC staff and students gathered in solidarity 
are shared their greetings with us in Australia.  

 

Read on for stories of the determination and resistance 
of our Afghan sisters, and the work that SAWA is doing.     

 Local news from SA and NSW is on Pages 4-5. 

 

THANK YOU.     End of financial year is coming …  

Your support is greatly valued, wherever you are in 
Australia or New Zealand.      if you would like to 
renew your membership or make an Australian tax-
deductible donation at the end of the financial 
year, please go to:    GiveNow - Support Association 
For The Women of Afghanistan - SAWA (SA)  
Or visit our website at: www.sawa-australia.org to 
donate.    

 
What is Australia doing for Afghanistan? 
On January 29, 2026, Australia announced an increase in 
humanitarian support to Afghanistan of AUD $50 
million, bringing total assistance since the fall of Kabul in 
2021 to AUD$310 million.    Delivery of funds goes 
through the World Food Program and the UN Office for 
the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs’ Afghan 
Humanitarian Fund. 
 

In a government statement, Foreign Minister Penny 
Wong and Minister for International Development, 
Anne Aly, stated nearly 22 million people in Afghanistan 
required urgent support amid one of the world’s worst 
protracted humanitarian crises.   The ministers 
emphasised the Taliban’s oppression of women and 
girls, including limiting access to employment, medical 
services and public life.    
Australia is focussing the assistance on supporting 
women and girls, prioritising food security, health 
services, and protecting dignity, safety and rights.  
  

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

 

NEWS FROM AFGHANISTAN: 
Earthquake relief  
Following the tragic earthquake in eastern Afghanistan, 
OPAWC provided humanitarian assistance in villages 
suffering severe hardship.  The assistance included 
blankets to help families cope with the cold, as well as 
hygiene packages for women and girls.   Special support 
was provided for mothers and young children.   Women, 
particularly those in advanced stages of pregnancy, 
received nutritional supplements to help prevent 
malnutrition.   OPAWC’s mobile health unit responded to 
urgent medical needs, providing basic consultation and 
medications where necessary.     
 

The distribution process was carried out with respect for 
the dignity, privacy and cultural sensitivities of the 
communities, ensuring that assistance reached those 
most in need.    
 

Despite the many challenges, the appreciation of these 
communities was heart-warming.   OPAWC sincerely 
thanks SAWA members and friends.    

 

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


  

News from Afghanistan - continued: 

Severe flooding in April  (various news sources) 
Seasonal floods have once again turned deadly in 
Afghanistan, sweeping through vulnerable communities 
across the country.   UN agencies report that over 70,000 
people have been affected as needs outpace aid.  Homes 
have been destroyed and access to basic services 
disrupted.  Over 21,000 acres of agricultural land have 
been destroyed, and humanitarian needs remain high. 
In Nangarhar alone, 3,000 families have been impacted, 
with aid reaching very few. 
 

A BOOK CLUB IN KABUL  Guardian (Feb 2026) 

Every Thursday, 
five friends come 
together, away 
from the 
disapproving gaze 
of the Taliban, for 
a reading circle.  
All the women in 
the reading group 
had their hopes 

for an education dashed by the return of the Taliban. 
They are among more than 2 million women and girls 
deprived of schooling in the four years since the ban was 
introduced, according to UNICEF, which has warned of 
“catastrophic” consequences for the country. 
 

“Reading has always been an integral part of my life,” 
says the group’s coordinator Darya*, 25, who was in her 
third year of a language and literature degree when the 
Taliban closed universities to women. “When I read, I 
feel as if I’m in another world – the characters, the 
places, nature. Sometimes I cry with the story, 
sometimes I laugh. But always, books have given colour 
to my life.” 
 

Roya*, another member, explains the purpose of the 
circle this way: “Most women who accept oppression do 
so because they are unaware of their rights. The books 
we read are about suffering, choice and standing up to 
force – things we ourselves live with every day.” 

Most of the books the 
women have discussed 
since they started the 
reading circle are classics, 
dealing with issues of 
power, suffering, and the 
place of women in society.   

 
Outside, the restrictions continue, but for these young 
women, in the company of books, reading is a form of 
resistance       *  (Names have been changed) 

 

BOOK REVIEW:   The Afghans  by Asne Seierstad 

In her international bestseller “The Bookseller of Kabul”, 
award-winning journalist, Asne Seierstafd, vividly 
portrayed life in Afghanistan before and after the fall of 
the Taliban regime in 2001.   Now, twenty years later, the 
Taliban is back in power, and Seierstad returns with “The 
Afghans”, to help us understand Afghanistan’s past, 
present and future. 

In her compelling, intimate and thought-provoking new 
book, Seierstad introduces us to three people whose 
lives have been shaped by the fall and rise of the Taliban 
- Jamila, Bashir and Ariana – as well as their families, 
friends, foes and co-fighters.   Jamila is a women’s rights 
activist, Bashir is a Taliban commander, Ariana is a law 
student who had one semester left when the Taliban 
came to power. 

The stories of these three Afghans encompass love, loss, 
revolt and war as well as the everyday rhythms of family 
life.  Through them, we experience and come to 
understand the lead-up to the Taliban re-taking power in 
2021, how the first year of Taliban rule unfolded and 
where this leaves Afghans today and tomorrow.   
  

MORE BOOKS ABOUT AFGHANISTAN 
• My Dear Kabul: A Year in the Life of an Afghan 

Women’s Writing Group (2024)  
• My Pen is the Wing of a Bird:  New fiction by 

Afghan women (2022) 

• Kamila Shamsie: Burnt Shadows (2009) 

• Mandana Hendessi: The Almond Garden of Kabul 
(2026) 

• Jakob Hein: How Grischa Almost Triggered World 
Peace with a Daring Idea (2025) 

• Mij Tanith:  Laila’s Story 
(2026)   

• Lyse Doucet:  The Finest 
Hotel in Kabul – A people’s 
history of Afghanistan 
(2025) 

 
 
 

Perhaps your group would be interested in reading 

We can send you some information flyers with details of 

Email:  sawacommittee@gmail.com

 

mailto:sawacommittee@gmail.com


  

GOOD NEWS …. Shazia has arrived in Australia   
Long-time SAWA supporters and readers of SAWAN will 
remember that, under the leadership of Matthias 
Tomczak, SAWA sponsored several girls in Afghanistan 
to study at university.   Beginning in 2013, the 
sponsorship program assisted six young women to gain 
an education and pursue 
professional careers     One 
of the first students 
sponsored was Shazia 
Malik who graduated in 
law and later became 
Director of the Vocational 
Training Centre.  

Shazia (right) at her 

graduation in 2016.    
 

At the end of January this year, SAWA received an email 
from Shazia’s cousin, Neilab Osman.  The email began:  
“I am writing with great happiness and relief to share 
the news that Shazia, her husband Masoud, and their 
two children have arrived safely in Sydney.”    
 

Neilab’s joy was evident in every word of her email.  She 
and her family members in Australia had worked 
tirelessly, and advocated widely, for over four years  to 
achieve this happy outcome.    The gruelling process of 
obtaining visas had presented many challenges, not 
least being the constant insecurity and risks in 
Afghanistan and Pakistan.  But most devastating was the 
Australian Government’s initial rejection of the visa 
applications.   Not to be deterred, however, Neilab 
started again and re-submitted the lengthy applications 
– with eventual success!   

 Shazia and Masoud are now 
hoping to find a house to 
rent, and employment for 
Masoud.   Shazia is attending 
TAFE to improve her English, 
and 4-year-old Raika has 
started kindergarten which 
has been a special milestone 
for the family. 

Neilab Osman (Shazia’s  
cousin) and 4 year-old Raika 

 

Contact has also been renewed 
with Shazia’s initial sponsor, 
SAWA member Jane Hamilton, 
and with SAWA-NSW   (See  
Page 5) 

WOMEN IN BUSINESS in AFGHANISTAN 
(Source:  Facebook and crisigroup.org) 

Business is now the largest source of employment for 
women in Afghanistan, according to a report from the 
International Crisis Group.  The number of business 
licences held by women has quadrupled since 2021.  
Thousands more run informal businesses.  Many work 
from home making handcrafts and food products which 
are sold on Facebook and Instagram. 
 

The Taliban appear to be supporting this development.  
They have introduced trade fairs specifically for women 
and re-established the Women’s Chamber of Commerce 
and Industry.  But female entrepreneurs are still 
hampered by Taliban restrictions, such as the need to 
have a male chaperone when dealing with government 
officials and suppliers.   
 

Training provided by international donors, such as 
SAWA’s support for the Vocational Training Centre in 
Kabul, has been a significant help for many women.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

AFGHAN or AFGHANI?    
(Article reprinted from an early edition of SAWAN  - 
 ……  a gentle reminder.)   
We have all heard of the Afghan cameleers who opened 
the Australian outback for production and trade by 
bringing camel trains to Australia.   We should know, 
therefore, that these people who came from Afghanistan 
are called Afghans. 
It is becoming more common to hear politicians, 
commentators and others speak of the “Afghani 
people”.  Regrettably, this has become so engrained that 
it will most likely stick.   The name is (grudgingly) 
accepted by the Macquarie Dictionary, but not by the 
Oxford Dictionary.  
Let us remind ourselves that the correct name for 
people from Afghanistan should still be Afghans.   The 
Afghani is the unit of currency.  

From Wikipedia: The afghani is the official currency of 
Afghanistan, a status it has held since 1923.[5] It is nominally 
subdivided into 100 puls although there are no pul coins in 
circulation as of 2026.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Afghan_afghani#cite_note-TOLO-184710-5
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Afghan_pul
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PLEASE SUPPORT THIS EVENT, HOSTED BY 
UNLEY ROTARY. LEARN MORE ABOUT THE 

AFGHAN HERITAGE IN AUSTRALIA.   
Use the QR code above to book tickets. 

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

SAWA was active at the Power of Activism event 
organised by Amnesty International as part of the 
Adelaide Fringe Festival in March.     It was a great 
opportunity to promote our work in support of 
women’s education in Afghanistan, while also 
networking with other like-minded organisations and 
charities.    Many more “Suns” were signed with 
messages of hope to send to Afghanistan.    

 
We’re not far off the target of 1000 
Splendid Suns.   Many people 
stopped by to chat and sign at the 
Power of Activism event.    

 
Mother and daughter 

Committee members, Jill 
and Rose at the SAWA 

stall.   
 
 

 

COMMITTEE ACTIVITIES and EVENTS   

There are several upcoming events in the pipeline 

for later in the year, including 

• An Afghan dinner 

• A sponsored Walk by the River 

• Market stalls and displays 

• A half-marathon in October – thanks to  

Rose, our newest Committee member. 
(photo above) 

Details will be posted as soon as possible, but if 

you would like to assist in planning or 

volunteering at any of these events, please get in 

touch at sawacommittee@gmail.com     
 

SAWA-SA extends special thanks to Zainab Kazimi 

who has recently resigned from the Committee for 

family reasons.    And to Mary Venner who 

continues to manage our social media messaging.   

Interest in SAWA’s Facebook page has increased 

significantly since Mary took on this task.     
   

 

NOTE:  We are still seeking an Assistant Treasurer.  

Some book-keeping experience will be welcomed!     

Email:  sawacommittee@gmail.com     $$$$$$$$ 

 

http://www.sawa-australia.org/
mailto:sawacommittee@gmail.com
mailto:sawacommittee@gmail.com
mailto:sawacommittee@gmail.com
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Nuristan Project 
OPAWC in Kabul continues to send updates on the 
progress of their colleagues working in the vocational 
centre in Nuristan Province.    After some challenges 
with sending money (due to the banking situation in 
Afghanistan), we have recently found a new, safe and 
secure method to ensure our funds reach their 
intended destination    A total of $US21,880 has now 
been sent, finalising the project’s annual budget 
requirements.    This had to be sent in instalments 
throughout the year. 
 

Visit to Canberra 
The Embassy of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan in 
Canberra hosted a major Nowruz and Eid al-Fitr 
celebration on Sunday 22 March 2026, marking the 
New Year and Spring, with cultural performances, 
music, and a bazaar.    The public event included 
prominent speakers who highlighted Afghan heritage,  
cultural unity, and the resilience of the Afghan-
Australian community.  
 

Ambassador Waissi spoke of the people in Afghanistan 
who are unable to celebrate Nowruz freely today:  
“… these dark days will not endure. We look forward 
to the day when we can all celebrate Nowruz together 
again in our homeland.” 
 

Two members of the SAWA-NSW Committee, Shirley 
Allen and Marg Bailey, attended and were welcomed 
by the Ambassador and his PA, Ms Elfie Massey. 

 

Pictured above in the 1000 Suns exhibition room:  

Shirley Allen, Julian Hill MP, (Assistant Minister 

for Citizenship, Customs and Multicultural Affairs, and 

Assistant Minister for International Education), Ambassador 

Waissi, Elfie Massey PA. and Margaret Bailey 

 

 
Both SAWA-NSW and SAWA-SA were given special 
mention in the Ambassador’s remarks, in particular 
relating to the “Thousand Suns” campaign. This  
campaign, launched in November 2025, is a simple but 
powerful initiative to amplify voices in support of the 
girls and women of Afghanistan. Hundreds of messages 
from across Australia, written on the Suns, have been 
received - messages of solidarity, dignity, and hope.  An 
exhibition of the Suns was displayed in the Embassy 
with visitors being encouraged to read and add their 
own voices.  The 
goal is to reach 1000 
Splendid Suns by 
the end of May 
2026. 
Approximately 400 
more are needed. 
 

Shirley Allen reading 
messages on the Suns. 
 

Meeting with Shazia   (see story Page 3) 

Robyn Longhurst, and her husband David, recently met 
for lunch with Shazia Malikzai, her husband and two 
children. who have recently arrived in Australia.  The 
meeting was arranged by Shazia’s cousin, Neilab 
Osman and her mother who worked tirelessly for years 
to bring 25 family members to Australia. In 2009 Shazia 
had been sponsored by Jane Hamilton (via SAWA-
Australia) to study law at university in Kabul.  She was 
the executive director of OPAWC from January 2016 to 
December 2018.     Shazia is now attending TAFE and 
hopes to become involved with SAWA-NSW when the 
family is settled and the children are a little older. 

Robyn is seated between Shazia and Neilab’s mother  
at the end of the table.   Also pictured are Shazia’s husband 
Masoud, their little son, Neilab and Robyn’s husband, David.    

http://www.nsw.sawa-australia/
https://kor01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fminister.homeaffairs.gov.au%2FJulianHill%2FPages%2FWelcome.aspx&data=05%7C02%7C%7C5c3c46b2cbc547d37b9e08dea435b1e4%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C639128747690368769%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=x27AARBrSXx7mmiQtXCAwZ8GxKgLjdfv2%2FrltyjeKAo%3D&reserved=0
https://kor01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fministers.education.gov.au%2Fhon-julian-hill-mp&data=05%7C02%7C%7C5c3c46b2cbc547d37b9e08dea435b1e4%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C639128747690384561%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Sfze4EdsrnGDCMwQfObH6wKMOi3wWn9UQd1Z0RzoG%2FU%3D&reserved=0
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