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Good afternoon to you all,

First of all I would like to thank Kessa Dimitra for organising this conference on such an important issue and for inviting COSPE to participate.

COSPE is an Italian NGO based in Florence, Bologna and Genova that exists since 1983. It strongly supports human rights and equal opportunities, its activities aim at reducing the gap between underdeveloped countries and developed countries and, at the same time, at promoting peace, democracy and social justice.
COSPE is active in 30 different countries, usually not dealing with emergency projects, but working on long term projects in various sectors such as rural development, community development, capacity building, empowerment of vulnerable groups, and so on. In the last years, COSPE has been engaged in human rights and gender issues. COSPE is successfully working with women's organisations in Algeria, Albania, Somalia, Afghanistan and Pakistan.

We believe that it is important to empower the local communities by supporting the local NGOs that provide services to the civil society, but to obtain a successful impact on social development it is necessary to channel efforts in supporting the local democratic NGOs and organisations that emphasise on human rights and women's rights. Especially when working in fundamentalist ruled countries, empowering and giving voice to secular, democratic organisations is a prior step in bringing social change and building a democratic society.

PARTNERS: For this reason, in the last years, we have been working in Pakistan and in Afghanistan with different women's organisations and NGO's such as OPAWC (Organisations for the Promotion of Afghan Women's Capabilities), an Afghan NGO registered in Afghanistan and in Pakistan where it works among the Afghan refugees. It is active in various social fields, especially healthcare and education, aiming at women's empowerment. It runs schools and orphanages for children, craft centres, training courses and literacy courses for women and it is firmly committed to the promotion of human rights and women's rights.

At the moment we are running a small project in Pakistan with RAWA (Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan). RAWA's attention to gender issues and commitment to democracy are the first points of its development programme. It is active in many social fields in all provinces of Afghanistan and among the refugees in Pakistan (in Islamabad, Rawalpindi and Peshawar). Healthcare and education are the two main concerns of its social policy: it runs hospitals and clinics, schools and orphanages for boys and girls, literacy courses, training courses and craft centres for women and has always advocated for human rights and women's rights and worked to document and raise awareness on the condition of  women under fundamentalist domination.

PROJECT: The project we are currently running with success in partnership with RAWA is located in Peshawar (Pakistan) and aims at women's empowerment through education. In the beginning of 2004 we opened a "Literacy Centre for Afghan Refugee Women in Pakistan" co-financed by the Italian local government Regione Toscana and ran by our local partner.

The school provides basic education to over 200 Afghan refugee women aged between 14 and 50 who live in extremely impoverished conditions and have never had any access to any form of education.

Background: Due to the last 28 years of war and 13 years of fundamentalist domination in Afghanistan, 95% of the Afghan female population is illiterate, suffers with depression and various psychological problems and has an extremely low level of self-consciousness and awareness. The need for education is drastic, and still, inside Afghanistan the access to education for women is restricted not only because of the poor economic conditions, but especially because of the strong domination of the fundamentalist war lords that still control most of the country. For this reason the condition of women remains tragic: women are still oppressed by the society and by their families, they are exposed to all kinds of abuses: discrimination, domestic violence, rape and we are registering an increasing number of self-immolations among young girls of 13 and 14 who have no other option  but to burn themselves to avoid forced marriages and rape.

Results: The solution to improve such a situation and contribute to the democratisation process of the country, is a vast educational campaign stressing on human rights and women's rights and the engagement of civil society in such issues. Thanks to the close contact of our local partner with the Afghan civil society and its vast experience in education and promotion of human rights and women's rights, the Literacy Centre has proved to be extremely successful. Other than providing basic knowledge in different subjects such as dari (the official language of Afghanistan), pashtu (the main dialect spoken in the country), maths and general science, it gives counselling and support to women in need and contributes in promoting a culture of peace, democracy, respect for ethnic differences,  human rights and women's rights among the Afghan community.
In male dominated societies, with a strong fundamentalist influence such as Afghanistan and Pakistan, education is the only possibility for women to gain self-consciousness and emancipation and to learn to advocate for their rights.
In this respect, we can say that the Literacy Centre is fulfilling its objective, for as all the women who have attended the classes are now able to read and write and show to be more hopeful and self-confident: the younger ones are interested in continuing their studies and wanting to help other women achieve an education, where as, the older ones, are encouraging their daughters to study and most of them, being widows and often having lost the only male member of the family providing an income, intend using what they have learnt to support themselves and their families. 
Education is essential for Afghan refugee women in order to return to Afghanistan with tools that will enable them to support themselves and participate to the development process of their country.
The success of this project encourages us to believe that educating women, supporting democratic women's organisations and raising awareness campaigns on gender issues is a valid way to contribute in eradicating a misogynous and patriarchal mentality and stimulating a long term social development based on true democratic grounds.

Thank you. 
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