Dr. Sima Samar

"I want to do a lot of things for women," says Dr. Sima Samar, Afghanistan's interim Minister for Women's Affairs. "Women in Afghanistan have suffered a lot of oppression and problems during these past 23 years of war." 

Dr. Samar outlined her priorities for the interim administration and its international supporters. She wants to ensure that Afghanistan's constitution and laws protect women's rights, and that women are fully represented in the Loya Jirga, or Grand Council of Afghanistan, to shape the new Afghan government. 
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She also wants to give women education and job opportunities to compensate for the years lost when the Taliban banned women from schooling and work. Another of her goals is to provide reproductive health care for all Afghan women, particularly in rural areas.

"With money we can make a lot of changes," she says. And although carrying out her plans will require resources the ministry doesn't yet have, some help is coming from outside the country.

The first step was to provide Dr. Samar with a place to carry out her ambitious agenda. The United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), which receives financial support from the Canadian International Development Agency, organized the reconstruction of Dr. Samar's office, and will provide furniture and equipment. The UNFPA also rebuilt an adjoining women's vocational school destroyed by the Taliban. The office and school reopened March 22, 2002. 

Dr. Samar is candid about the limited reach of her ministry: "We don't have representatives in the different provinces yet, but I keep receiving delegations of women from other provinces. I don't want to represent Kabul only: we should reach women everywhere, especially women living in rural areas. 

What message would she send to supporters abroad? "I would tell women around the world that the Afghan women are part of the global female body," she says. "I hope they will not forget us, not allow us to be hurt and traumatized more than we already are. Women leaders who are powerful can do something to help us."

While Dr. Samar is clearly eager to get things done before her term of office runs out, she says she won't drop out of sight when she is no longer a government minister: "I keep telling women that if I'm in this position or not, I'll continue my fight for women's rights. This is the whole objective of my life."
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Dr Samar is the first woman to win such a senior post
Dr Sima Samar was on a lecture tour in Canada when the news broke that she had been named deputy premier of the new government in Afghanistan. 

Dr Samar, who is from the minority Hazara ethnic group, has been placed in charge of women's affairs in Afghanistan. 
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I've always been in danger, but I don't mind
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Although women often served as ministers in cabinets before the Taleban came to power, Dr Samar will be the first woman to occupy such a senior post. 

"I was not expecting this position so I've really not prioritised what I'm going to do," she said.. 

Clinics set up 

Dr Samar fled Afghanistan for Pakistan 17 years ago after her husband was arrested during the Russian occupation. He was never heard from again. 

She gained a medical degree from Kabul University and developed a passion for women's rights. 

She practised medicine in a border refugee camp before opening a hospital for women in 1987. 
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Dr Samar opened clinics for Afghan women and children


With initial funding from Church World Service, she began setting up clinics and girls' schools inside Afghanistan, travelling frequently between the two countries. 

When the Russians withdrew in 1992, Afghanistan lost its strategic value to the United States. 

The US Central Intelligence Agency shut the tap on the $3.3bn it had poured into the rebels' coffers since 1979. 

Dangerous role 

In all, Dr Samar opened 10 Afghan clinics and four hospitals for women and children, as well as schools in rural Afghanistan for more than 17,000 students. 

In Pakistan, she founded a hospital and school for refugee girls. 

Literacy programmes established by her organisation were accompanied by distribution of food aid and information on hygiene and family planning. 

These were dangerous pursuits under the Taleban regime. But the risks did not deter the doctor. 

"I've always been in danger, but I don't mind," she said. "I believe we will die one day so I said let's take the risk and help somebody else." 
Dr. Sima Samar

BRIEF BIOGRAPHY OF DR. SAMAR

Working under life-threatening conditions for the past two decades to advance the lives of women and children in Afghanistan, Dr. Sima Samar is internationally recognized as an outstanding advocate for education and human rights. Born in 1957 in Ghazani, Afghanistan, Dr. Samar was the first woman from the Hazara ethnic minority to graduate with a medical degree from Kabul University. In 1987 she established a hospital for women, and in 1989 opened a hospital for women and staffed by women on the Pakistan / Afghanistan border, in Quetta, Pakistan.

Dr. Sima Samar is the former Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Women's Affairs in the post-Taliban Afghan government, and now chair of the Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission. Dr. Samar also founded and directs the Shuhada Organization, which operates an extraordinary network of hospitals, clinics and schools dedicated to improving the lives of Afghan women and children. Shuhada also assists in the reconstruction and development of Afghanistan.

Through education projects, medical training, work programs, schools, relief organizations, public service, and human rights investigations, her efforts have made a positive impact on the lives of thousands of people. She has received worldwide recognition for her relentless work, including the 1994 Ramon Magsaysay Award for Community Leadership for acting courageoustly to heal the sick and instruct the young among the Afghan refugee community in Pakistan and in her war-torn homeland. In 2003, Dr. Samar received the inaugural Perdita Huston Human Rights Award sponsored by the United Nations Association of the National Capital Area in Washington, D.C. She is also the recipient of the 2002 John Humphrey Freedom Award and the 2004 John Mann Award for Health and Human Rights.

In addition to saving lives, Dr. Samar is laying a new foundation for the future by training a generation of female doctors and medical workers. Her record of accomplishment and dedication to justice confirm her status as one of the leading agents of change in the world.

