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Unveiling the Post-2021 Realities within Women’s Protection Centres in
Afghanistan: Navigating Challenges Amidst Socio-Political Shifts

Abstract

This study investigates the unexpected closure of Women’s Protection Centres (WPCs) and its impact
on survivors of gender-based violence (GBV), and the withdrawal of civil society and donor agencies
from Afghanistan after the Taliban seized power in August 2021. The paper focuses on the post-2021
fragility of women by discussing the realities and roles of the WPCs involved in offering haven, legal
services and counselling to GBV survivors. In addition, this research gives voice to vulnerable
women. Using feminist theory, the study examines power dynamics, intersectional identities and
patriarchal structures, drawing on interviews with 30 participants, including WPCs’ female survivors,
former non-governmental organisations (NGOs), donors, and staff from the Ministry of Women’s
Affairs (MoWA) and the Department of Women’s Affairs (DoWA).

The study finds that closures of WPCs stemmed from political shifts, decreased subsidies and poor
administration. The narratives of confusion, delay, and ineffective management of an evacuation and
re-integration process raises questions on how survivors were treated. The study also reveals
significant accountability lapses, which the former Islamic Republic of Afghanistan government,
international funders, and NGOs (the implementing partners) did not plan or co-ordinate effectively,
leading to the failure and dissolution of essential support frameworks for survivors and their children.

The findings of this research clearly show that there is a compelling need for enhanced and integrated
measures on the human rights and security of Afghan women. It serves the discourse by highlighting
defects and the absence of responsibility and accountability among local and global bodies. It also
looks at the urgent need for restoring structures for women’s protection.

Keywords: gender-based violence, feminist theory, accountability gaps, evacuation and re-

integration process, patriarchal structures, women’s safety, and human rights



Chapter 1: Introduction

Afghanistan’s troubled history is marked by both strength and sadness, with the enduring effects of
war particularly harming women and children, stripping them of their power and voice. This situation
demands empathy and a shift in how we envision their future (Barfield, 2010). The establishment of
the Islamic Republic in 2004, aided by international intervention, especially from the US, sparked
hopes for democracy and the protection of Afghan women’s rights (Connah, 2021). As part of these
efforts, Afghanistan signed key international agreements, committing the state to protect women’s
rights and address GBV. However, despite these commitments, the protection of women’s rights
remained insufficient. Afghan women officials and activists continued to push for legal reforms,
notably through the Elimination of Violence Against Women (EVAW) law, which was implemented
in 2009 (Afghanistan Ministry of Justice, 2009). The MoWA, which was created in 2001, the UN
Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM); furthermore, various civil society groups worked
tirelessly to strengthen these initiatives but faced significant resistance from conservative factions
(UN Women, 2024). For instance, MP Shinkai Karokhail opposed the Shia Personal Status law, which
severely restricted women’s rights, and criticised the EVAW law for being more politically motivated
than practical. Political compromises further diluted efforts to criminalise honour killings and wife-
beating, leaving the legal framework weakened. Consequently, while there has been an emphasis on
GBYV since 2001, these efforts have failed to challenge the deeper societal structures that continue to

leave women vulnerable (Immelmann, 2015).

So, while Afghanistan has taken several significant legal and institutional steps to support women’s
rights and combat GBV, and some progress has been made, the situation for Afghan women remains
dire. A report by the Afghan Independent Human Rights Commission (AIHRC) highlighted that of
3,778 recorded cases of violence, 3,331 (95.8%) occurred within families. The report also revealed
that the most severe cases of domestic violence (DV), including honour killings, were often
committed by family members. Between March 2017 and March 2018, at least 270 women lost their
lives through DV and honour killings, with 46% of these murders occurring in northern Afghanistan.
Despite arrests in 135 cases, 142 perpetrators remained at large. These statistics highlight the ongoing
and alarming prevalence of violence against women. Despite the efforts made through legal
frameworks, the persistent challenges suggest that collective action is necessary to address and
mitigate GBV effectively (AIHRC, 2017).

In response to the critical situation for women, the first WPC was established in Afghanistan in 2002
by the Afghan Women Skills Development Center (AWSDC). By 2015, other organisations had
helped establish more than 25 shelters across the country. These provided safe haven for women
seeking protection from violence, forced marriage, or other forms of abuse. These WPCs played a
crucial role in empowering women, including helping them learn their rights. However, the shelters
encountered deep-rooted cultural resistance, with many in Afghan society perceiving them as
disruptive spaces that undermined familial control over women. Women seeking shelter were often
stigmatised as morally questionable and accused of “running away” to escape societal and familial

constraints, a charge that carried severe legal and social consequences under Afghanistan’s gendered
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legal framework (Wimpelmann, 2017). While these shelters provided life-saving services for the
women and children, and were of significant importance for DV survivors, WPCs have encountered
considerable pushback from various factions of Afghan society, including Taliban members who
resided in rural areas. In 2011, for instance, the Afghan government threatened to assume control over
these centres, dismissively characterising them as “brothels.” This action faced strong opposition
from domestic and international human rights advocates (Rubin, 2011). The Afghan government’s
second attempt to take control of shelters in 2013 was met with extreme opposition from Afghan
women’s groups, civil society, and human rights organisations, along with their international allies.
These groups saw the move as part of the government’s ongoing attempt to shut down the shelters.

This resistance underscored the critical role these centres played in providing refuge for women.

However, the situation for Afghan women became increasingly unstable after the Taliban regained
power in August 2021. The return of the Taliban marked a significant turning point for women’s
rights as the political climate shifted drastically, leading to the closure and dismantling of WPCs.
With the withdrawal of civil society and international support, these shelters have faced systematic
shutdowns, severely limiting Afghan women’s access to safe spaces, legal recourse and basic human
rights. The Taliban’s governance, with its restrictive and discriminatory policies targeting women,
poses an even greater threat to the survival of these shelters, leaving survivors of GBV to fend for
themselves in an already dangerous environment (Radio Azadi, 2021). The Taliban’s governance
framework, characterised by strict gender-based restrictions, not only threatens these shelters but also
exposes a broader crisis of women’s rights in Afghanistan (Saboor, 2022). According to the UN
Human Rights Special Rapporteur’s reports and the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human
Rights (OHCHR), these restrictive policies have enforced what may be considered gender apartheid,
severely undermining the progress made in women’s rights over the past two decades (OHCHR,
2023). Survivors of GBV were (and are) left to fend for themselves. The release of prisoners by the
Taliban, without regard for the risks posed to women and girls harmed by these offenders, further
intensified the danger (Amnesty International, 2021).

As a result, Afghan women face an even more combative environment. Educational restrictions
prevent girls from continuing their schooling past 6th grade, while women’s access to universities
and employment in various sectors, including within the government and NGOs, has been severely
limited (Sakhi, 2022). Furthermore, the Taliban has imposed strict dress codes and censorship,
curtailing women’s visibility and voice in public life. Personal freedoms, too, have been stripped
away, with women requiring a male escort to travel and facing restrictions on visiting parks or dining
publicly without a marriage certificate (Qazi Zada, 2024). These measures entrench discrimination
and exclusion, reinforcing harmful societal norms. Since August 2021, more than 80 additional edicts
have been implemented, adding even more severe limitations to Afghan women’s rights (Feminist
Majority Foundation, 2023).



1.1 Research Aims, Significance and Research Questions

This study investigates the closure of WPCs in Afghanistan and its impact on survivors of GBV. It
examines how the Taliban’s return to power in 2021, along with political instability, funding cuts and
mismanagement, has disrupted these vital services. The research prioritises amplifying the voices of
women who depend on these centres, ensuring their experiences and struggles are heard. The research
uses a multi-method, qualitative approach (such as interviews, internal reports and grey literature)
and feminist theory with thematic analysis to ensure robust findings. In addition to exploring the
closure’s effects, this study will examine the accountability of NGOs and donors that previously
supported these shelters.

The following questions guide this study:

1. What were (and are) the immediate and long-term effects of the closure of WPCs on survivors
of GBV?

2. What were the challenges and consequences of the re-integration and relocation of survivors
following the closure of WPCs in post-2021 Afghanistan?

3. How did accountability gaps contribute to the breakdown of WPCs and compromise the safety
of GBV and DV survivors in Afghanistan?

By examining the unique challenges and barriers women now face, and how recent political and social
shifts have disrupted the work of WPCs, this research seeks to provide valuable insights and reveal
the lessons learned. Its goal is to inform more effective support strategies and interventions while
urging the international community to take meaningful action in safeguarding and supporting
survivors of GBV in Afghanistan.

The rest of this paper is structured as follows:

e Chapter 2 reviews relevant literature on the social constructs of GBV and their psychological
impact; the historical context of WPCs; the global development of women’s shelters; the role
of the Colombo Plan and the expansion of shelter services; the services and impacts of WPCs;
additional support structures; and the future of WPCs in Afghanistan.

e Chapter 3 outlines the method employed in this study and the theoretical framework.

e Chapter 4 presents the results and findings, organised around the impact of the 2021 Taliban
takeover on WPCs.

e Chapter 5 looks at shelter relocation and the re-integration of survivors.
e Chapter 6 investigates accountability, transparency and responsibility.
e Chapter 7 concludes the research theoretically.

e The final section offers a comprehensive list of recommendations for women’s shelters in the

future.



Chapter 2: Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

This chapter explores the existing literature on women’s shelters in Afghanistan, the country’s
political climate, and women’s rights. It sets the stage for understanding the challenges WPCs face,
especially under Taliban rule, while considering their broader historical significance.

Afghanistan’s changing political landscape has shaped how women’s rights and access to protection
services have evolved. Research shows that Afghan women are particularly vulnerable to DV, forced
marriages and other forms of abuse. Shelters have been a crucial lifeline for many, but political
instability makes it now nearly impossible for these shelters to function. Many have closed, leaving
women with few, if any, options for protection. This chapter combines existing studies to show how

WPCs have adapted to these changes.

It also highlights the more profound systemic barriers Afghan women face, such as restrictions on
movement, lack of resources and the growing risk of violence. This research argues that GBV in
Afghanistan is not just about individual acts of abuse, it is a way of enforcing traditional gender roles.
Factors such as a deeply rooted patriarchy and the conservative policies of the Taliban have made
GBYV widespread.

2.2 The Social Construct of GBV and Its Psychological Impact

GBYV is far more than a collection of individual violent acts; it is a representation of deeply rooted
societal power dynamics. From a feminist perspective, GBV is constructed through gender norms and
the unequal power structures that exist within a patriarchy. Feminist scholars, such as Bell Hooks and
Judith Butler, have emphasised that GBV is not an isolated issue but rather a product of cultural norms
and power structures that perpetuate gender inequality (Hooks, 2000; Butler, 1990).

GBYV is a severe human rights violation and a public health crisis, affecting women across different
cultures, social classes, and economic backgrounds. It includes physical, sexual, psychological and
financial abuse, all of which limit women’s autonomy and access to justice (Oo, 2024). The UN
estimates that one in three women worldwide experiences GBV, including DV, sexual violence and
honour killings (UN Women, 2023). These acts are not random; they are shaped by cultural and legal
frameworks that often allow them to continue without consequence.

GBV appears in four primary forms: psychological, economic, physical, and sexual abuse.
Psychological abuse isolates women from loved ones, instils fear through threats or humiliation, and
erodes self-worth. Economic abuse strips them of financial independence by controlling money,
seizing property or limiting employment. Physical violence manifests as beating, assault and battery,
and the denial of medical care. It also includes sexual violence, which often leaves deep emotional
wounds (Moorehead, 2023). The effects of GBV are not the same for all women. Intersectionality



highlights how overlapping identities, such as class, ethnicity and location, shape survivors’
experience and ability to seek help.

In South Asia, where traditional values, economic dependency, and legal shortcomings are often used
to justify violence against women, these dynamics are especially harsh. In Pakistan, the stigma
surrounding DV and sexual assault often discourages survivors from reporting their experiences
(Khaleel et al., 2024). In Bangladesh, dowry-related violence and child marriage persist, especially
in rural areas where poverty and lack of education limit legal or social recourse (Irfan et al., 2021).
In India, despite legal progress, marital rape remains unrecognised, and honour killings continue,
particularly among rural and lower-caste women who challenge social hierarchies (Anand, 2022). In
these cases, factors such as caste and class intersect with gender, allowing wealthier women to access

support systems that remain unavailable to their poorer counterparts.

Afghanistan presents a particularly severe case with GBV having been systemic for decades.
Intersecting factors of gender, geography, ethnicity and political instability intensify its severity
(Gibbs et al., 2019). The Soviet invasion (1979) and subsequent wars amplified the risks of
displacement and widowhood, leaving women, mainly from poorer or rural Pashtun and Tajik
communities, prey to exploitation (Atashi, 2015). The Taliban’s earlier, 1996-2001, rule
institutionalised abuse through public punishments and forced seclusion, disproportionately affecting
urban women who were now stripped of prior freedoms, and rural women who were already
marginalised by poverty and tradition (Akbari, 2022). Despite some legal gains after 2001, GBV
remained deeply embedded in Afghan society. Surveys found that 87% of women experienced some
form of violence, with rates even higher among those who were illiterate, economically dependent or
living in conflict zones (Isaqzai, 2021).

In response to this crisis, WPCs were established to provide women fleeing violence with a safe space,
legal support, psychological counselling, and vocational training (Leclerc, 2023). These shelters
became lifelines for survivors, offering not just emergency protection but also long-term assistance
in rebuilding their lives. However, accessibility was uneven. Women in cities, such as Kabul, had a
better chance of finding support while those in remote provinces had few options for escape (Perria,
2022). A woman in the capital might be able to seek underground legal assistance while a woman in
a rural village would be entirely dependent on male guardians, increasing her risk of forced marriage,
DV or honour killing. Without shelters or alternative justice mechanisms, these women had no way
out and were often forced to remain in abusive environments, facing severe psychological harm (UN
Women, 2023).

Even for those who managed to reach a shelter, the obstacles to recovery were immense. Afghan
women seeking help faced overwhelming barriers, including societal stigma, a lack of legal
protections, and the widespread belief that they should endure their suffering in silence (Khavari,
2024).

WPCs played a crucial role in empowering women, breaking cycles of violence, and challenging
social norms that perpetuate abuse. However, their abrupt closure left a dangerous void. With no
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formal safety nets in place, survivors of DV and forced marriages were left with nowhere to turn
(Wilson, 2022). Before the Taliban’s return, women had gained legal protections and access to
shelters (Wimpelmann, 2017). The collapse of these systems has left thousands trapped in cycles of
abuse. Under Taliban rule, women are barred from public life, denied education and restricted from
seeking help, reinforcing legal and social helplessness (OHCHR, 2023). The systematic dismantling
of protections for women has created an urgent humanitarian crisis that demands global attention.

Efforts to address GBV need to go beyond legal reforms. Sustainable, community-based interventions
that consider survivors’ diverse experiences are essential. Without acknowledging the deep-rooted,
systemic barriers that allow this violence to continue, any attempts to combat GBV will remain
ineffective. Understanding the historical development of shelters worldwide and their role in
providing safety for survivors offers insight into what has worked in other contexts and what might

be possible in Afghanistan.
2.3 The Global Development of Women’s Shelters

Erin Pizzey established the first modern women'’s shelter in Chiswick, London, in 1971, providing a
safe space for women and children escaping DV (UN Women, 2012; Simic, 2020). Originally
intended to be a community centre, it quickly became a lifeline for abuse survivors, highlighting the
widespread but often overlooked issue of DV (Hague, 2021). In 1974, the shelter was renamed
Refuge, becoming one of the UK’s leading DV organisations (Bates, 2019). Pizzey’s work inspired
the global expansion of women’s shelters, leading to the creation of Women’s Advocates in
Minnesota, US (1974), Interval House in Canada (1973), and Elsie Refuge in Sydney (1974). Between
1970 and 1980, notable progress was made in establishing and expanding support services across
Western Europe, North America, and Australia, with particularly significant developments in the UK
and the US (Sharifi, 2024). In Sweden, the first shelters for abused women were established in 1978
and quickly grew into a national movement that provided refuge and actively campaigned against
male violence (Andersson, 2024). These early shelters helped shift DV from being seen as a private
matter to a public concern, prompting legal and policy reforms. Today, these shelters provide
protection, counselling, legal aid, and long-term support for survivors rebuilding their lives.

Likewise, women’s shelters in Islamic and Arab countries have expanded alongside growing
awareness of DV and legal reforms. Saudi Arabia opened its first government-run shelter in 2008,
followed by a DV law in 2013 (Mohamed, 2023). The Dubai Foundation for Women and Children
became the first licenced shelter in the UAE in 2007 (DFWAC, 2016). Jordan established the Family
Protection Department in 1997 and the Dar Al Wifaq shelter in 2007 for safe housing and
rehabilitation (Nassar, 2019). Egypt introduced its first shelters in the 2003 to provide legal and
psychological support (Nazra for Feminist Studies, 2016). Morocco launched government-backed
shelters in 2003, with Houqouq wa Moussawat (ERIM) offering protection and legal aid (Ennaji,
2016). In Pakistan, Dar-ul-Aman shelters have operated since the 1990s, providing temporary refuge
and legal assistance, though challenges such as limited resources and social stigma persist (Palwasha,
2021).



While shelters worldwide have provided critical support for survivors of DV, Afghanistan’s
experience tells a different story. Decades of war, the return of the Taliban, and deep-rooted societal
norms have shaped a shelter system that is urgently needed yet highly restricted. Understanding how
WPCs were formed, operated, and later dismantled offers critical insight into the resilience and
vulnerabilities of Afghan women.

2.4 Historical Context of WPCs in Afghanistan

Before formal women’s shelters were set up, women who were trapped in forced marriages,
experiencing DV or other dangerous situations had almost nowhere to turn (Wimpelmann, 2017).
Some tried to seek help from relatives or local elders, but these options were often unsafe or
unavailable (UN Women, 2013). Under the Taliban’s first rule from 1996 to 2001, life for women
was highly restricted. They were not allowed to leave the house without a male guardian, making it
nearly impossible to seek help if they were being abused (Adam, 2021).Even before that, during years
of war and political chaos, women were especially vulnerable. There were no legal protections or
support systems, and harmful traditions often kept women silent and isolated (Boyden and Tafere,
2012). The opening of shelters in 2002 was a turning point, largely due to the support and advocacy
of the international community. For the first time, Afghan women had access to safe spaces where
they could find support and protection (Leclerc, 2023; Moorehead, 2023).

WPCs in Afghanistan have played a critical role in protecting women facing violence, but they have
operated under immense challenges. Examining their history reveals the changing role of shelters in
Afghanistan and the struggles they have faced, particularly in times of political turmoil and war
(Safaeimojarad, 2024).

The WPCs, known as (=) A& in Dari, are safe houses for female survivors of GBV; these centres
have played a crucial role in offering support in terms of providing shelter, food, legal, psychological
and vocational assistance for women who are physically and emotionally abused, discriminated
against and neglected during the past 20 years (Moorehead, 2023). Later, other NGOs, such as
Women for Afghan Women (WAW) and the Voice of Women Organization (VWO), established
several shelters across Afghanistan to protect survivors.

In April 2003, the WPC welcomed its first residents, women who had escaped forced marriages,
threats or violent abuse, with financial support from Norwegian donors (Wimpelmann, 2017, p.115).
Since their establishment, WPCs have been managed independently by Afghan NGOs and have
primarily relied on external funding from a collaborative effort of organisations, such as UN agencies,
INGOs, and various Western donors (Wimpelmann, 2017, p.115; Beiser, 2015, para. 2). From May
2014 to 2022, the Colombo Plan (a diplomatic mission in Afghanistan) emerged as the most
significant financial funder, supporting 21 WPCs across Afghanistan, with backing from the US
Department of State/Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs (the Colombo
Plan, 2024).

Recognition of WPCs increased when the Afghan government formally acknowledged their essential

role in 2011, in light of the pervasive violence against women in the country (UNAMA, 2011, p.3).
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This recognition contributed to a rise in the number of WPCs from 18 in 2013 to nearly 40 by 2019
(Kramer, 2018, para. 1; HRW, as referenced in Luccaro and Gaston, 2014, p.35).

Despite notable progress, WPCs in Afghanistan have encountered persistent societal and institutional
resistance. Early accounts, such as Mary Akrami’s, highlight the dismissive treatment faced by shelter
workers and survivors. Recalling her 2003 experience in court, Akrami noted that both staff and
survivors were left waiting for extended periods and subjected to derogatory comments, with officials
labelling them as morally questionable (Akrami, 2020). Other WPCs have reported similar instances
of disrespect since then. As mentioned in Chapter 1, WPCs have also been criticised by public figures.
In 2011, a conservative parliamentarian accused the centres of promoting immorality (Robinson,
2011). A year later, the minister of justice echoed this sentiment, referring to the shelters as places
associated with prostitution and accusing their residents of being involved in such activities (The
Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan (RAWA), 2021, para. 1; Nelson, 2012, para.
1).

Opposition extended beyond political actors. Religious authorities publicly condemned WPCs,
including members of Afghanistan’s National Council of Religious Scholars (Shura-ye Sartasari-ye
Ulama-ye Afghanistan). In 2010, Enayatullah Balegh, a senior figure in the council, asserted that
these shelters contravened Sharia law and declared that a woman’s home was the only legitimate
place of safety (Lawrence, 2011, para. 12; Starkey, 2011, para. 11). Such public opposition has
stigmatised women seeking support from WPCs and the professionals who manage and operate these
facilities (UN Human Rights Council, 2015, p.13).

Over time, opposition to WPCs extended into the Afghan government itself. In 2011, officials
attempted to assume control of the shelters, portraying them as “brothels” (Barr, 2018, para. 3). This
move, however, was met with significant resistance from Afghan human rights defenders, ultimately
forcing the government to back down (Rubin, 2011, para. 24). Yet, in 2013, the MoWA renewed
efforts to bring the WPCs under State control. This time, rather than relying on inflammatory
accusations, the government proposed formal legislation to regulate shelter operations (id). Under the
proposed law, women seeking refuge would have to persuade an eight-member panel, dominated by
representatives from government ministries, that they genuinely needed protection (Mosadiq, 2011,
paras. 6-7). The bill also allowed the panel to request a forensic medical exam and gave families the
authority to remove women from shelters at any time, even against the woman’s will (Barr, 2018,

para. 4).

Afghan women’s rights advocates and international human rights groups once again perceived these
initiatives as part of a broader, deliberate effort by the government to assert control over WPCs, with
the possible intention of eventually dismantling them (id). The Afghan Women’s Network, for
example, criticised the move as a response to mounting pressure from conservative factions, accusing
the government of being willing to compromise its stated commitment to women’s rights to appease
these groups (Kouvo, 2011, para. 1). Similarly, Rachel Reid of HRW described the Afghan



government as being heavily influenced by misogynistic power holders and increasingly shaped by
conservative elements opposed to the very existence of shelters (HRW, 2011, paras. 3, 6).

One commentator from an organisation managing a WPC suggested that the underlying motivation
for the proposed regulations was the growing influence of conservative voices within key State
institutions, including the Supreme Court, the cabinet, parliament, and various ministries that were
intent on seeing WPCs shut down (HRW, 2011, para. 16). In defence of its actions, the Afghan
government maintained that the proposed shift was simply part of a larger plan to reduce reliance on
international organisations and move towards greater national ownership (Nordland, 2011, para. 12).

However, this justification was met with concern from international stakeholders.

A spokesperson from the UN warned that donor countries would likely be reluctant to support shelters
directly operated by the Afghan government (Lawrence, 2011, para. 24). The controversy remains
unresolved, as the government has yet to articulate its long-term plans regarding the future of WPCs.
The roots of the ongoing debate surrounding WPCs highlight how much of the opposition stems from
Afghanistan’s deeply entrenched patriarchal and male-dominated structures. Resistance to these
centres cannot be viewed in isolation; it is closely tied to broader social, political, and institutional
norms that prioritise male authority and control over women’s lives. Within such a framework, any
potential for re-opening independent shelters under the current regime, especially for women fleeing
abuse or forced marriage, presents a direct challenge to traditional power dynamics. This often

provokes backlash from conservative actors across both state and religious institutions.

Given this sustained resistance, the long-term survival of WPCs increasingly depended (and still
depend) on external backing. International donors and humanitarian organisations played a critical
role, not only by funding shelters but also by advocating for the rights and safety of women
experiencing GBV. Among these, the Colombo Plan stood out as a key supporter, offering both
financial assistance and strategic advocacy to help WPCs remain operational in an increasingly hostile

environment.

2.4.1 The role of the Colombo Plan and the expansion of shelter services

The development and sustainability of WPCs were significantly enhanced through the support
of the Colombo Plan. In 2007, the Colombo Plan, a diplomatic mission of (then) 27 member
countries, launched an initiative with financial backing and support for the Afghan Women
Shelter Facilities (AWSF) through the Colombo Plan Drug Advisory Programme. This
initiative supported a transitional centre in Kabul managed by the AWSDC.

By 2011, the AWSF was providing grant funding and programme assistance to four
implementing partners responsible for operating various transitional centres (the Colombo Plan,
2016). The Gender Affairs Programme (GAP) coordinates 16 implementing partner projects,
including six organisations operating under the Afghan Women’s Shelter Fund (AWSF).
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In 2014, AWSF became part of the Colombo Plan Gender Affairs Programme (CPGAP), a
broader effort to support women and children in need. It consisted of two key projects:

1. The AWSF — supporting WPCs and family guidance centres (FGCs) to provide safety,

legal aid, and counselling for survivors and their families.

2. The Afghan Children Support Centre Fund (ACSCF) — supporting boys affected by human
trafficking, ensuring they received protection, education, and legal assistance.

By 2019, the GAP coordinating 16 implementing partner projects, including six organisations
operating under the Afghan Women’s Shelter Fund (AWSF). In collaboration with these local
organisations, the AWSF facilitated access to protective, short-term accommodation such as
shelters and support centres for women, men, boys, and girls affected by gender-based violence

or trafficking in persons (the Colombo Plan, 2019).

To ensure the success of these programmes, the AWSF introduced regular monitoring, external
audits, and training programmes to strengthen its partners and maintain accountability. At its
peak, the AWSF supported 29 facilities across Afghanistan, offering protection and
rehabilitation services. These included: 10 WPCs, two boys’ shelters, one halfway house, 13
FGCs, one legal advisory centre (LAC), one legal advisory bureau (LAB), and one isolation

centre in Herat, created in response to Covid-19 (the Colombo Plan, 2019).

Over time, the AWSF expanded its mission, funding legal clinics, court-based defence
attorneys, and mental health support programmes to help survivors of GBV and trafficking
access justice and psychological care. It later focused on ensuring the sustainability of these
shelters, recognising the ongoing need for protection services in Afghanistan (the Colombo
Plan, 2019).

2.4.2 The services and impact of WPCs

WPCs have served as safe havens for women in crisis, providing basic needs, medical care, and
emotional support to help them recover from trauma. These shelters did more than offer
temporary relief; they focused on empowering women to regain their independence through
education, vocational training, and income-generating opportunities.

When women were ready to return to their families or communities, WPCs provided vocational
assistance packages, including tools for tailoring, embroidery, or education, based on each
woman’s needs. Follow-up support continued for up to a year, ensuring a smooth transition and
offering extra assistance if needed (International Development Law Organization, 2014).

For those who had nowhere to go after resolving their legal cases, halfway houses provided a
stepping stone towards independence, helping them find jobs, continue their education, and
work towards financial self-sufficiency.
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2.4.3 Additional support structures

In addition to WPCs, several other complementary structures were developed to support women

and vulnerable populations holistically:

e FGCs: FGCs provide legal aid, mediation, and counselling to survivors and their families,
helping them navigate legal challenges and rebuild relationships. These centres also
advocated for gender equality through awareness campaigns rooted in Islamic principles.

e LAB: One of the most impactful legal initiatives in Herat, the LAB operated inside the
appeals court, providing direct legal assistance to women seeking justice. Lawyers and staff
offered legal counselling, court representation and advocacy, ensuring survivors had the
necessary legal support.

e LAC: The LAC was established to help women and marginalised communities access the
formal justice system. It provided legal aid, outreach programmes, public education on
women’s rights, local laws, and the EVAW law. The LAC also organised mobile legal
clinics to bring legal services to remote areas in partnership with the department of justice.

e Boys shelters: These shelters provided comprehensive protection and recovery support
services to survivors or those under 18 years at risk of trafficking. These services
encompassed safe shelter, three meals a day, clothing, medical care (both on site and
through external resources), psychosocial support, access to formal education, mediation,
family counselling, vocational training, and recreational activities (Hagar UK, 2025).

2.4.4 The future of WPCs in Afghanistan

The closure of WPCs in Afghanistan after the Taliban’s return has left survivors of abuse
without shelter, legal help or emotional support, forcing many backs into unsafe situations.
These shelters were more than just safe spaces, they provided hope, protection, and a chance
for women to rebuild their lives. Their abrupt disappearance has created a humanitarian
vacuum, making it far more challenging for women to escape violence or find any form of

assistance.

Since the Taliban regained control, violence against women has escalated dramatically both
inside and outside the home. Women are not safe within their households due to rising rates of
DV, forced marriages and honour killings (UN Women, 2022; Amnesty International, 2023).
And stepping outside the home has become just as dangerous. Former shelter staff, women’s
rights defenders, NGO workers, and those affiliated with military or international organisations
have been harassed, detained, tortured or disappeared (HRW, 2023; UNAMA, 2023). This dual
threat has left Afghan women in a state of constant fear and insecurity.

The Taliban’s restrictive policies, such as banning women from working with NGOs, denying
them access to education and enforcing extreme dress codes, have effectively erased women
from public life (OHCHR, 2023). In this climate, the survival of WPCs is not just uncertain, it
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is actively threatened. Without urgent international intervention and long-term planning, the

infrastructure for supporting survivors of GBV may never recover.

The closure of WPCs and the broader failure of the international community to ensure sustained
protection have dramatically impacted survivors of GBV. By listening to the voices of affected
women, this research aims to uncover their ongoing struggles and push for more accountable,

survivor-led and context-sensitive responses.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
3.1 Research Design and Methodology

This study employs a multi-method, qualitative research design. Qualitative research is particularly
well-suited to exploring complex, sensitive and deeply personal issues, especially in post-conflict and
trauma-informed contexts in which survivors’ lived experiences require careful, empathetic
engagement (Creswell, 2009; Hesse-Biber, 2014; Mannell et al., 2021). By prioritising depth over
breadth, this approach enables a nuanced understanding of WPC closures’ emotional, ethical, social
and institutional dimensions as experienced by survivors, former shelter staff, donors and other
stakeholders (Somekh and Lewin, 2004). Previous studies have demonstrated the efficacy of
qualitative methods in researching topics such as bereavement and trauma, further affirming their

relevance to this study (Plummer and Young, 2010; Arvonne, 2015).

3.1.1 Interview process

Thirty semi-structured interviews were conducted, showcasing the adaptability of the research
approach. While a predefined framework of themes guided the discussions (Cohen, Manion and
Morrison, 2007; Hesse-Biber, 2014), the number and depth of questions varied depending on
each interviewee’s unique perspective. On average, interviews lasted about 60 to 90 minutes,
allowing for in-depth exploration. Despite time zone differences and logistical challenges, four
interviews were conducted via email using a shared questionnaire, demonstrating the

commitment to accommodating diverse circumstances.

Most interviews involved only the participant and the author. However, during four interviews
with two beneficiaries (survivors), a former shelter psychosocial counsellor was present at the
request of the survivors. This counsellor, who has remained in contact with them after the
closure of WPCs and met them voluntarily, played a crucial role as a trusted intermediary. Her
presence was not only to facilitate communication but also to offer emotional support, ensuring
the survivors’ emotional safety and comfort during the discussions of distressing experiences.

Participants were informed in advance of her presence and gave verbal consent.

Interviews were conducted in Persian/Farsi via WhatsApp and recorded with participant
consent for transcription. The author transcribed and translated the interviews into English.
After each interview, the author reviewed notes and used NVivo 14 qualitative software to
generate codes. This process is detailed in a later section. The focus was on identifying
emerging themes related to GBV, WPC closure, and re-integration. These themes were
documented in an Excel spreadsheet and later grouped into three broader themes in this study.

Before each interview, the research purpose was explained and participants were encouraged to
ask questions at any time, emphasising their role and value in the research process. This
approach aimed to deconstruct traditional researcher-interviewee power dynamics, fostering a
sense of respect and equality. Verbal consent was sought for notetaking and audio recording,
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prioritising participants’ autonomy and comfort, further reinforcing their importance in the
research.

3.1.2 Data collection methods

Semi-structured interviews were chosen as the primary data collection method due to their
ability to provide both structure and flexibility. This format was deemed suitable as it allowed
participants to share personal narratives while also offering space to address issues outside the
initial scope of questioning (Robinson, 2014). A semi-structured interview allows the
researcher to use specific questions to guide the conversation, but it also provides space for the

interviewer to “deviate to pursue emerging topics” (Marshall and Rossman, 2016, p.151).

Thirty participants were interviewed: eight survivors of GBV, twelve former WPC employees
(including provincial managers and social workers), four senior NGO managers, four donor

representatives, and two former officials from the MoWA and DoWA.

Participants were identified through a comprehensive approach that included purposive and
snowball sampling techniques (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007). Initial contacts were made
through professional networks and survivor advocacy groups. For survivors of GBV, contact
was made primarily through former shelter’s psychosocial workers who maintained
communication with them after closure of the centres. These psychosocial workers played a
key role in explaining the purpose of the research and facilitating voluntary participation. In
several cases, interviews with survivors took place from the psychosocial worker’s location via
WhatsApp, depending on the participant’s preference and safety. Survivors were never
contacted directly without prior consent, and no identifying information was shared between
parties without permission. This approach ensured that survivors felt supported and were not
placed at additional risk during the research process. It also allowed them to speak in a familiar
and trusted environment, which contributed to more open and emotionally safe conversations
(Campbell et al., 2009).

It is important to note the distinction between experts (NGO staff, donors) and users (survivors).
Survivors provided insight into lived experiences and service failures, while NGO staff offered
operational perspectives. This dual lens enriches the findings but also exposes blind spots. For
instance, the absence of direct voices from current government actors or shelter funders limits

insight into institutional motivations and internal decision-making dynamics.

3.1.3 Document and policy analysis

Document analysis involved reviewing Afghan government policies on WPCs pre- and post-
2021, internal NGO communications, and reports from donors and human rights organisations.
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This method provided institutional context and traced the evolution of policy and funding
decisions (Bowen, 2009; Mannell et al., 2021).

3.1.4 Grey literature review

The grey literature review included unpublished NGO reports, social media campaigns, donor
statements, and survivor testimonies shared online. This material offered insights into
community-level responses, informal support systems and international advocacy efforts
(Hesse-Biber, 2014).

3.1.5 Data analysis

Thematic analysis was used to analyse qualitative data, following Virginia and Victoria’s (2006,
2017) framework. NVivo software was employed for systematic coding, theme development

and data organisation. The process involved multiple steps:

e Familiarisation: Reading transcripts multiple times so as to be immersed in participant
narratives.

e Initial Coding: Assigning codes to data segments related to key ideas, such as

abandonment, donor withdrawal, survivor trauma and re-integration challenges.

e Generating Themes: Grouping codes into broader themes, such as “ethical abandonment,”
“communication breakdowns,” and “loss of legal infrastructure.”

e Review and Refinement: Revisiting these themes to ensure internal consistency and
analytic clarity.

e Synthesising: Merging interview findings with document analysis to identify consistencies
and contradictions.

For instance, “silenced voices in crisis” emerged from survivor interviews and staff accounts,
describing the exclusion from decision-making processes. Another theme, ‘“selective
protection,” arose from donor and NGO interviews that revealed inequalities in evacuation
strategies. NVivo enabled visual mapping of these themes, helping trace how certain narratives
recurred across participant types and regions. This method allowed for an ethically grounded,
contextually rich, and analytically rigorous interpretation of the data (Creswell, 2009; Hesse-
Biber, 2014).

To illustrate this process in more detail, many survivors, for example, during coding, spoke
about feeling abandoned during the 2021 crisis, using phrases such as, “no-one came for us” or
“we were left behind.” These recurring statements formed the basis for the theme “silenced
voices in crisis.” In contrast, NGO and donor staff often described difficult prioritisation
decisions during evacuations, which fed into the theme of “selective protection.” The thematic
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analysis allowed for comparing these perspectives to reveal not only shared experiences of loss
and uncertainty but also stark differences in power and access. Survivors and former shelter
staff consistently emphasised emotional trauma and fear, while donors focused more on
logistical challenges and funding gaps. By grouping and contrasting these views, the coding
process helped identify how narratives of protection were unevenly experienced across
stakeholder groups and where accountability narratives diverged.

3.2 Researcher Positionality

As the author of this paper, my journey into this research was shaped by my dual role as a former
donor supporting women’s shelters in Afghanistan, and now as a researcher trying to understand their
closure and impact on survivors. This personal connection gives me a deep appreciation for these
shelters’ strengths and struggles, but it also means I have to balance my emotional connection with
academic objectivity. During my time as a practitioner, I witnessed the courage of survivors and the
dedication of shelter staff who worked under immense pressure to provide safety and support. Seeing
their daily struggles first-hand made me realise the systemic challenges faced, from limited funding
to social stigma and government restrictions. These experiences instilled a strong responsibility to

share their stories accurately and meaningfully.

However, shifting from practitioner to researcher required a new mindset. [ knew I had to step back
from my past involvement and ensure that my findings were not shaped by what I wanted to see but
by what the evidence showed. I constantly reflected on my position, how my past work might
influence my interpretations, and took intentional steps to stay objective. Inspired by scholars such as
Nancy Naples (1996), who discusses the complexities of being both an insider and outsider in
research, I practised self-reflection through journaling. I also sought feedback from peers to keep my
analysis grounded.

I was also upfront with the participants about my background. I did not want them to feel I was
coming in with a set perspective or trying to fit their experiences into a pre-existing narrative. Instead,
I clarified that my role was to listen, to amplify their voices and not impose my own. This openness
helped build trust and encouraged honest conversations.

At times, navigating this dual role was challenging. Ultimately, I found that this unique perspective
became a strength allowing me to approach this research with empathy and a critical lens. By blending
my personal experiences with a commitment to fair and transparent research, I hope this study
honours the resilience of survivors while holding systems accountable for their failures.

3.3 Theory Perspective

Feminist theory offers a crucial lens through which to examine and challenge inequality by moving
beyond male-dominated perspectives. As Ashley (2020) explains, feminism is often misunderstood
as focusing only on women’s issues, but it addresses broader systems of power and discrimination
that shape everyone’s lives. Kimberlé Crenshaw’s concept of intersectionality expands this
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understanding by showing how different forms of oppression, such as gender and systemic structures
like a patriarchy, intersect to create unique experiences of marginalisation. Crenshaw (1989) describes
intersectionality as a “prism” for seeing how inequalities overlap and intensify, which is especially

relevant to understanding Afghan women’s challenges after the closure of WPCs.

This study uses Crenshaw’s framework to explore how these closures reinforced women’s
vulnerability within a profoundly patriarchal society. Intersectionality allows the research to reveal
not just the loss of these shelters but also the broader structural forces of political neglect, gender
norms and societal expectations that converge to maintain women’s disempowered status. By
applying this lens, the study highlights the urgent need for solutions that challenge these intersecting

systems and provide Afghan women with meaningful protection and agency.

3.4 Ethical Considerations

The ethical dimensions of this research are paramount. Topics such as GBV, displacement, and
institutional failure are deeply traumatic and require rigorous ethical safeguards. Informed consent,
confidentiality and trauma-informed practices were integral throughout. Interviews were conducted
with close attention to participant agency, allowing them to guide conversations and avoid distressing
topics. Remote interviews were used for safety, conducted via WhatsApp and phone, and in local
languages (Dari and Pashto), with translation ensuring cultural accuracy and sensitivity. The use of

local languages was a key aspect of our cultural sensitivity.

In working with survivors of GBV, the ethical commitment to “do no harm” was not just a guiding
principle but a daily practice. Interviews were approached with a trauma-informed lens, recognising
that recounting past violence could trigger distress. To minimise this risk, participants were given
complete control over how much they wished to share and were reminded that they could pause or
withdraw at any time without explanation. Emotional support was not just a feature, but a robust
system built into the process. In cases where interviews were facilitated through psychosocial
workers, immediate support was available if participants became overwhelmed, providing a sense of
reassurance and safety. Questions were designed to be open and non-intrusive, and follow-up prompts
were only used when the participant showed comfort and willingness. Researcher preparation
included reviewing guidance on trauma-sensitive interviewing (Ellsberg and Heise, 2005) and
reflective journaling to monitor emotional dynamics. This careful approach ensured that survivors’
dignity and autonomy were prioritised and that their participation did not expose them to further

emotional harm.

To further safeguard the dignity and wellbeing of participants, pseudonyms have been used
throughout the analysis, and any identifying details have been carefully altered or removed.
Interview transcripts, fieldnotes, and relevant documents were anonymised and securely stored,

with access limited to the core research team. These measures were vital in ensuring participants’
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privacy and safety, particularly given the sensitive nature of the research and the risks associated

with speaking about gender-based violence in the current political climate.

3.5 Limitation of this Study

One of the main challenges of this study was the data collection process, primarily due to the Taliban’s
control of Afghanistan. I could not travel to the country for fieldwork as planned, due to safety
reasons. Like many researchers affected by the political shift in 2021, I had to adjust my methods and
conduct interviews remotely instead of in person. Initially, I aimed to conduct 100 in-depth interviews
including with WPC heads in Afghanistan, leveraging existing contacts and employing a snowball
sampling method, a non-probability sampling technique in which existing study subjects recruit future
subjects from their acquaintances (Raiden er al, 2018). However, establishing consistent

communication online proved difficult, and I had to reduce the number of participants to 75.

Two months after completing the interviews, several participants contacted me requesting that their
data not be used, citing threats from their families and the Taliban. Despite these challenges, their
resilience was inspiring. As a result, only 30 participants remained in the study. To ensure their safety,
I excluded the withdrawn data while making every effort to maintain the integrity of the research.

Throughout this process I became increasingly aware of the power dynamics between myself and the
participants, a common challenge in qualitative research (Kaaristo, 2022). Many shelter directors and
donor representatives held senior positions at national and international levels, making it difficult to
persuade them to participate. This experience highlighted the complex interplay between researcher
identity, participant hierarchy and accessibility. The power dynamics were such that the participants,
due to their senior positions, had the power to influence the research process. This reinforced the
importance of flexibility and adaptability in fieldwork (Gibson ef al., 2014).

While some shelters may continue to operate in Afghanistan, discussing their existence in detail poses
a serious security risk. This study does not speculate on whether such shelters exist, prioritising the
safety of vulnerable women and staff over unverified assumptions. To prevent placing anyone in
jeopardy, access to the most at-risk women and shelter workers was deliberately avoided. Instead,
this research relies on insights from 30 participants, including shelter staff and donor organisation
representatives. Due to the sensitive nature of the data, donors did not permit the use of internal
reports, so the study is based solely on interviews. Additionally, time constraints limited the ability
to explore other aspects of shelter operations, highlighting the need for future research in this area.

3.6 Additional Challenges Encountered

During this research, several obstacles further complicated data collection, particularly regarding
access to other shelters supported by UN Women and other donors, and those operating underground.
The importance of this data cannot be overstated, and these challenges underscore the significance of
the study’s findings.
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e Many NGO directors who operated shelters declined to participate in the interviews for

personal reasons.
e Despite multiple attempts, UN Women did not respond or agree to participate in the study.

e In many rural areas, internet connectivity was unreliable, forcing interviews to be conducted
over the phone, which proved challenging for both the researcher and the participants.

Despite these limitations, this research provides valuable insights into the realities faced by WPCs
and the impact of their closure on survivors of GBV in Afghanistan.
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Chapter 4: Findings and Discussion of the First Research Question
WPC Closures and Their Impact on Survivors

4.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the findings of the first research question. Findings are presented thematically
using NVivo 14, a qualitative analysis tool, and are guided by feminist and intersectional theory.

RQI1: What were (and are) the immediate and long-term effects of the closure of WPCs on
survivors of GBV?

Drawing on qualitative data from semi-structured interviews with NGO and INGO staff, former
officials from the Ministry and Department of Women’s Affairs (MoWA/DoWA, and survivors, the
chapter examines the consequences of WPC closures from both institutional and individual
perspectives. Findings are interpreted through feminist and intersectional lens, which centre survivor

voices and interrogate the power structures shaping their experiences.

The analysis begins by situating the closures within the broader political and humanitarian context of
August 2021, tracing how fear, legal ambiguity, and donor priorities led to a rapid withdrawal of
support. It then explores the emotional, psychological, and structural impacts on survivors who were
forced into unsafe returns, isolation, and, in many cases, coerced reintegration. Survivor testimonies
are used to illustrate how the collapse of shelter systems disrupted recovery journeys, deepened social
stigma, and reinforced cycles of violence.

This chapter argues that the closure of WPCs was not merely a logistical or administrative failure,
but a political and ethical breakdown that exposed the fragility of protection systems when survivor

care was needed most.
4.2 Why NGOs Withdrew: Fear and Uncertainty

The unexpected takeover of Afghanistan by the Taliban in August 2021 sent a wave of fear through
various civil society groups, including NGOs and international donors. Concerns about violence,
unclear laws and the breakdown of administrative systems forced many organisations to pull out their
teams and resources quickly.

In interviews, people expressed the confusion and moral turmoil felt during this time, especially for
those working in WPCs. Many organisations chose to prioritise getting their staff to safety, which left
survivors in shelters feeling abandoned and with little support or direction.

As one donor staff member put it:

“The whole project, that money we spent, it was for those clients whose lives were
completely at risk ... but when things collapsed, the donors focused only on evacuating

some of their staff, not the survivors...” [Yahya, donor staff, virtual interview, 2024].
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This sharp distinction, which is based on the perceived value of lives, between those deemed worthy
of protection raises troubling questions about whose lives are prioritised and valued in humanitarian

response.

One possible explanation is the legal and reputational obligation INGOs and donors felt towards their
international and national staff. Evacuating employees may have been seen as a moral imperative.
However, a risk-management strategy failing to protect staff could have resulted in a public scandal,
legal liability or donor backlash. In contrast, shelter residents, despite being the focus of protection
programmes, had no contracts, no legal protections that could have ensured their safety and well-
being, nor global platforms to demand accountability.

There was also a deep sense of regret and disillusionment among NGO personnel, who felt powerless

to help those they were meant to protect.
Another NGO (VWO) staff member noted:

“Donors and international partners cared about their own employees but didn’t ask: What
about the women in the shelters? No-one thought about them” [Abid, VWO staff member,
virtual interview, 2024].

A deeper, structural issue within humanitarian aid also shaped how events unfolded. Donor-driven
systems often treat those they aim to help as passive recipients, not as rights-holders with agency.
This mindset allows institutions to retreat with minimal accountability when crises escalate. This is
precisely what happened when the Taliban returned; survivors were left behind, safety plans vanished,
and the international community quietly stepped back.

It is crucial to understand the sudden state of vulnerability that the WPC staff, who had spent years
on the frontlines supporting women in crisis, found themselves in. The decision to withdraw was not
without fear or complexity. Taliban hostility, direct threats to staff and NGOs, and legal uncertainty
made continued work incredibly risky. Many of them, who had spent years on the frontlines
supporting women in crisis, found themselves suddenly targeted by the very communities they once
served. Their bravery had made them visible and vulnerable. However, no co-ordinated plan to protect

the women in their care was available at this moment of retreat.

Shelters closed abruptly, leaving many survivors with no passports, no documents, and no clear way
out. Even those who had the necessary documents were not given a clear pathway to safety. These
women, who had already endured forced marriages, beatings, and the trauma of fleeing home, were
now expected to disappear back into danger.

“...Accountability wasn’t built into the project design. It was all on paper. When things
fell apart, there was no system to protect the women” [Roqia, FGC staff member of WAW,
virtual interview, 2024].

Moreover, the fact that INGOs and NGOs may have, whether consciously or not, considered survivors
impoverished, rural or illiterate women, as expendable in times of crisis is a matter of immediate

concern. Their lives were not perceived as “rescuable” in the same way as those of NGO staff. The
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paradox is that WPCs were established in the name of women protection, yet precisely when that
protection was most crucial, the system deteriorated under the weight of its own fragility. The absence
of strong contingency planning, survivor-led decision-making or co-ordinated exit strategies reveals

that sustainability was never a structural priority.

While the NGOs’ fear was valid, the lack of moral imagination and the absence of feminist ethics of
care left survivors exposed to danger, shame and re-traumatisation.

“We evacuated the staff... but the women were left behind. That should not have

happened. It was a failure of the system” [Benazer donor staff member, virtual interview,
2024].

The evidence indicate that the crisis was not merely a logistical failure; it was a political and ethical

failure rooted in power dynamics that devalued Afghan women’s lives when the global spotlight
faded.

4.2.1 The impact of the 2021 Taliban takeover on WPC survivors

This section explores how the shutdown of WPCs following the Taliban’s takeover left
hundreds of women without protection, forcing many backs into abusive environments or onto
the streets with no support.

The findings are drawn from survivor evidence, donor reports, and implementing partners’
accounts, offering insight into the impact of WPC closures and the challenges survivors faced.
The fear of returning home to forced marriages and the psychological trauma of sudden
displacement all reveal that GBV is not just about individual acts of violence but a deeply
entrenched and systemic form of oppression.

This section underscores the urgency of the situation, highlighting how political instability,
economic deprivation and gender norms intersect to intensify survivors’ vulnerabilities. The
closure of WPCs was not an isolated event but part of a broader pattern of restricting women’s
freedom and choices. Analysing these findings through a feminist and intersectional lens
reveals how systemic failures, such as inadequate legal protection and lack of economic
opportunities, as well as social stigma, deepened Afghan women’s marginalisation in an
increasingly restrictive society.

4.2.2 Overview of the status of WPCs post-2021

During my interview, the data analysis revealed common themes in participants’ perceptions
and lived experience of shelter closures. More specifically, the interconnection between the loss
of institutional support (that is, from WPCs, FGCs, LABs, and LACs) and how it deepened the
vulnerability and exposure of women to GBV, and patriarchal oppression is explored.
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Participants consistently described how the loss of institutional support, particularly from
WPCs, FGCs, LABs, and LACs—Ileft women more exposed to gender-based violence (GBV)
and pushed them back under patriarchal control. This data highlights not only a humanitarian
failure but also a systemic erosion of protection for women, rooted in both political instability

and social resistance to women's autonomy.

Marwa (not her real name), a former shelter staff member from Kunduz, who worked in the
Kunduz WPC for seven years, described the difficulty of the crisis:

“...For decades, WPCs provided a lifeline for Afghan women fleeing abuse ... but in 2021,
the Taliban’s return to power dismantled this fragile support system ... leaving survivors
exposed to unprecedented danger. Even before Taliban, these shelters were not supported

publicly, particularly in rural areas, due to a male-dominated and patriarchal society.”
[Marwa, Kunduz, WPC staff member, virtual interview, 2024]

Marwa’s statement sheds light on multiple challenges linked to WPC closures. First, it describes
the quick and dangerous nature of WPC closures, which left women without an alternative
safety net. Secondly, it emphasises that even before the Taliban’s takeover in 2021, WPC’s
faced strong opposition and social stigma, particularly in rural areas. Lastly, her account points
out the fundamental failure of both national and international actors to ensure the continuity of

protection for women.

The closures of these shelters must be contextualised within the overarching social framework
that dictates gender roles in Afghanistan. Marwa’s statement illustrates the profound influence
of entrenched patriarchal norms that continue to permeate Afghan society, perpetuating male
dominance and limiting women’s access to safety and autonomy. The stigma surrounding
shelters, coupled with the hesitance of rural communities to endorse them, reflects the social
construct of masculinity discussed by scholars such as Nathan, Edward and Rony (2009). In
this context, men are regarded as primary authority figures, tasked with managing both familial
and societal matters, while women’s independence is systematically undermined (Mills, 2003,
p-43). This structural inequality not only intensified the challenges faced by WPCs but also
contributed to their eventual closure.

The impact of these closures extends far beyond the loss of physical shelter. A former shelter
employee from Farah province, who worked at the Farah WPC for 10 years, described the
gravity of the situation:

“After the closure of 29 WPCs and FGCs across Afghanistan, survivors faced immense
difficulties. Many were left without shelter or support, resulting in increased vulnerability
and homelessness. Some shelters attempted to operate underground, but due to safety
concerns and Taliban monitoring, many were forced to shut down altogether” [Najma,
shelter employee, Farah, virtual interview, 2024].
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Najma (not her real name) highlights the harmful consequences of WPCs’ closure; survivors
were now left exposed, forced back into abusive homes, living in fear, or at risk of trafficking
and exploitation. The underground shelters that tried to continue providing safety stood no

chance against Taliban surveillance, leaving these women with nowhere to go.

A similar reality emerges in Herat, home to the largest WPC in western Afghanistan. Bibi (not
her real name), a former shelter worker who spent over a decade supporting thousands of

survivors, said:

“Herat was the biggest shelter in the region, consistently handling hundreds of cases at
any given time ... typically, there were 100-120 cases each month, which was well
known.” [Bibi shelter staff member of Herat WPC, virtual interview, 2024]

Herat’s shelter was a lifeline for women in the province and those from other regions.

“Additionally, Herat’s WPC is on the border with Iran, which meant that many cases were
referred from there. Unlike Kabul, where cases were distributed across multiple shelters,
the Herat WPC was one of the largest shelters in the region” [Zubaida, shelter staff,
virtual interview, 2024].

This statement explains that because of Herat’s proximity to Iran, it became a critical cross-
border protection facility for Afghan women who had faced abuse while living in or being
deported from Iran. With the shelter now closed, these women are left without safe options.
Many are forced to return to abusive homes, while others attempt dangerous border crossings
into Iran, putting them at risk of trafficking, detention and further exploitation. For women in
western provinces, such as Farah and Nimroz, the loss of Herat’s WPC has erased the only
formal safety net that once provided legal aid, counselling and rehabilitation services.

These spaces were often the first and only place where many women felt safe and supported,
and where they had a chance to heal and rebuild. Now, with nowhere to turn, many feel
abandoned and trapped once again.

4.2.3 The emotional and psychological toll: Identity, Hope, Mental Health

My interviewees shared that the closure of WPCs in Afghanistan has left a great emotional and
psychological impact on survivors of gender-based violence (GBV). For many women, WPCs
were not simply shelters but spaces where they found safety, dignity, and a path toward healing.
Their sudden disappearance forced survivors back into uncertainty and fear, stripping away the
fragile sense of identity and security that had been gradually rebuilt through years of trauma
recovery, community-building, and therapeutic engagement.

Gul, a former survivor and resident of a WPC in Kapisa, shared:

“It was more than just a roof over our heads, the WPCs were havens of hope, spaces where we
could share our stories and begin the painful journey of healing from the scars of abuse.” [Gul,
survivors of Kapisa WPC, virtual interview]
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Gul’s evidence is a clear reminder of the emotional building of WPCs. They enabled women to
step into spaces where their voices mattered. The phrase “havens of hope” reflects how these
centres facilitated not just survival but recovery. For women who had long been silenced, the
opportunity to share one’s story in a safe and supportive environment was a critical act of self-
reclamation. Such environments are deeply linked with trauma-informed care models, which
emphasise safety, trustworthiness, and empowerment as cornerstones of healing.

One shelter survivor, a mother of four who initially stayed at the Herat WPC and was later
transferred to Kabul during the closures, had fled violence, seeking safety for herself and her
children. She described her experience of the WPC shutdown as follows:

“When I heard the news about the closures, it was as if the ground beneath me had given
way. Suddenly, I faced the terrifying reality of uncertainty: What would happen to me? To my
children? Those shelters were my last sanctuary, my final connection to safety and dignity.
Without them, I felt abandoned, like I had been thrown back into a world that did not care
about my struggles.” [Zakira, survivor of WPC, Herat and Kabul, virtual interview, 2024]

Zakira’s story gives us a deeply personal view of what the closure of the shelters felt like for
those inside. When she said it felt like “the ground had given way,” it was not a figure of speech,
it was the shock of suddenly losing the only space where she had started to feel safe after years
of fear. That safety was not just about walls or food-it was about slowly rebuilding a sense of
worth. Her words show how quickly that fragile recovery was shattered. She was not just
grieving the loss of a building; she was trying to make sense of being thrown back into a world
that seemed to have no place for her, no support, and no one asking what she needed next.

Another survivor from Kabul WPC echoed similar pain:

“Most of us ended up begging on the streets. Most of us did not have a place to go ... all of us
were crying and begging for protection. But.no one helped us..” [Khatera, Kabul WPC

survivor, virtual interview, 2024]
Rona a former shelter staff member from a Nimruz shelter noted:

“The situation after the closure of the shelters left many survivors in psychological
distress, with reports of mental health struggles due to their sudden return of survivors or
forced return to unsafe environments.” [Rona a former shelter staff from Nimruz, virtual
interview, 2024]

A survivor from Ghor WPC expressed her fear in a brief but devastating line:
“What would happen to me? To my children?”

According to the statements shared by survivors and a former staff member, a powerful pattern
becomes clear. Khatera, who had stayed in a Kabul WPC, described how she and others ended
up on the streets, crying and asking for protection, but no one responded. It was a moment of
complete helplessness. What had once been a place of safety was suddenly gone, and they were
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left to figure things out on their own in a world that offered no support. Her words reflect the
emotional shock of being forced back into uncertainty after already going through so much.

Rona, who had worked at a shelter in Nimruz, described what she witnessed as the closures
unfolded. Many of the women were overwhelmed, struggling emotionally, and showing signs
of severe distress. There was no time to prepare them or find a place for them to support after
they were moved from Nimruz to Kabul shelter. She talked about how some were returned to
unsafe environments while others were placed with relatives without any proper checks. The
emotional impact of this sudden shift may have been just as damaging as the violence they had
initially escaped.

The final quote, from a survivor in Ghor, sharply focuses on this. Her simple question, “what
would happen to me and to my children?” shows how the fear extended beyond herself. She
wasn't only worried about survival but also about how she would protect her children with no
help, no plan, and no one to turn to. When shelters disappeared, so did the only form of stability
many women and their children had known.

Taken together, these voices show that the closures were not just a logistical issue, they
disrupted lives, deepened emotional wounds, and left survivors with questions no one was
answering. These were not isolated stories; they reflect the experiences of many women who
were left behind at a moment when care and safety were needed most. The absence of such
mechanisms forces women into situations where they are left without autonomy or decision-

making power over their futures, reinforcing gendered vulnerabilities.
One shelter worker from Kunduz recounted:

“[ later learned that one woman under a caretaker’s care committed suicide due to the
abusive and traumatic conditions. This tragic incident went unnoticed amid Taliban control,
leaving the case closed without follow-up.” [Salama, shelter staff Kunduz, virtual interview,

2024]

Salama, a former shelter staff member in Kunduz, shared the painful story of a survivor who
had been placed under a caretaker's supervision after the closure. She explained that the woman
later took her own life due to the complex and distressing conditions she faced in that household.
It was not something she heard second-hand; this was part of what she witnessed as the system
around them collapsed. This loss was not just tragic for Salama, it was deeply troubling because
it happened quietly, without any formal response, under growing fear and limited oversight.

Her story speaks to the heavy cost of closing shelters without planning. Survivors were sent
into homes with no checks, no continued support, and no one to ask how they were coping. The
woman's death and the silence that followed show how easily individual lives can be forgotten
in moments of political transition. Salama's words are a reminder that behind every policy
decision are real people often women, whose safety depends on structures that must not
disappear when things become difficult. From the story its clear that, there was no investigation
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or formal response, and under the new restrictions, no process for asking questions or seeking

accountability.

4.2.4 Fear, Stigma, and Isolation: When Home Is Not Safe

A pervasive theme that emerged from my interviews was the fear survivors felt about
returning to the abusive environments they had fled. For many women, the concept of
"home" had irrevocably intertwined with violence, control, and fear. The recent closure
of WPCs forced them to confront the terrifying possibility of going back to places that
had shattered their safety, dignity, and autonomy. This fear was not abstract; it was a lived

experience, immediate and uncertain.
A shelter survivor from Farah WPC noted:

“.... I had already escaped once. Going back wasn’t just scary, it was unbearable. My
brother said, ‘You've shamed us enough. Come home and be silent.’ I knew silence meant

}

accepting pain again....’

Similarly, a staff member highlighted how societal attitudes worsened the plight of these

women, stating:

“..many families viewed women's use of shelters as dishonourable, which worsened

their treatment upon return...” [ Salma, shelter staff member, virtual interview, 2024]
Another survivor from the eastern region recounted:

“My family told me to come back because there was no more shelter. But they also warned
me: ‘If anyone finds out where you were, don’t call us your family.’ I didn’t know which

1

was worse, the fear of abuse or the shame they put on me.’
One staff member from a shelter in the west explained:

“Many women had nowhere to go. Families would say, ‘Why did she leave in the first
place?’ And if she came back, they would keep her locked inside as if she had committed

a crime.” [Marjan from west, staff, virtual interview, 2024].

The narratives shared by survivors and shelter staff show a harsh picture: for many
women, returning home after the closure of WPCs was not a safe option but a step back
into the harm they had escaped. One survivor from Farah demonstrated this cruel reality,
explaining how her brother's demand for her to "be silent" represented a painful
expectation to erase her experience and resume a life of obedience. This pressure was not
merely emotional, it was a demand for compliance, transforming the notion of home into

a prison.

Another survivor from the eastern region described being told to return home because the
shelter had closed. However, her family made it clear that if anyone found out where she
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had been, they would disown her. She was left caught between the fear of renewed
violence and the shame her family placed on her, a situation where no option felt safe. The
message was simple: her decision to seek help had brought dishonour, and her return

would only be accepted if she kept quiet and invisible.

Staff members from the shelters repeatedly witnessed these damaging dynamics. One
expressed how families would question the reasons women left in the first place, and if
they returned, they were often confined within the home as if they had committed a crime.
Salma pointed out that many families regarded women seeking shelter as shameful,
exacerbating the difficulties of reintegration. These observations reveal that reintegration
was less about safety and more about control. Leaving had broken social norms, and

returning meant paying the price.

Together, these stories from survivors and shelter staff show that being sent home was not
a solution but a great risk. It forced women back under the same social norms that had
denied them freedom and protection in the first place. These findings challenge the idea
that returning to the family is always a positive outcome. Instead, they highlight how that
return may silence women again, forcing them to choose between violence and shame.
Any meaningful reintegration must begin with the voices of survivors, not assumptions

about family support or honour.
A poignant comment from a shelter staff member succinctly encapsulates these dynamics:

“Families used to turn against their women, daughters and daughters-in-law if they
sought help or support due to domestic or social abuse” (Behishta, online interview,
2024).

Shamsi, another shelter staff member, echoed these sentiments, noting:

“The survivors were scared and knew they would return to the same abusive situation if
the shelter closed ... many fled violence and their return was risky” [Shamsi, a shelter
staff member from a Kabul shelter, virtual interview, 2024].

These assessments highlight a painful truth: without systemic protection, survivors are not
being integrated into safety; they are being returned to harm.

4.3 Safety and Security Challenges After Closure

During my interviews, participants described how physical and security challenges continued
after shelter closures. Returning to family was often assumed to be safe, but in reality, it exposed

many women to new or ongoing harm, primarily through forced or coerced marriage.

“Their families took back some of these women and they were quickly married off as a
solution to their problems, but many of these marriages were just another form of abuse”
[Rena, a nurse from a west zone WPC, online interview, 2024].
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“...., her family said the only way to protect her was to get her married.... But within
weeks, she came back with bruises. They said it was normal’ married life is like that.”
[WPC staff member, Faryab, virtual interview, 2024].

“She told me[survivor], ‘My father said I’d be safer with a husband than staying single.’
But that man treated her worse than the family she had escaped.” [ Counsellor at a

southern shelter, virtual interview, 2024]

“Many of them had no say in it. One day they were in a safe place, the next they were told
to go home or get married. It was like watching them walk into another form of violence.”
[ Shelter coordinator, WPC eastern region, 2024]

According to participants, instead of providing protection and support, these marriages
perpetuate cycles of control and harm. Survivors may find themselves in relationships
characterised by coercion, restricted autonomy and continued violence, reinforcing the very
dynamics they initially sought to escape. Research on forced and ‘“‘survival marriages”
underscores how economic dependence, social pressure and a lack of alternative pathways leave
women with no meaningful choice but to comply with family decisions (Dlamini, 2021).

Furthermore, social norms surrounding marriage pressure women to conform, often at the cost
of their well-being. The expectation of loyalty, obedience and acceptance of marital hardships

can silence survivors, making it difficult for them to leave abusive relationships or seek support.

While marriage and family are often idealised as protective institutions, my participants
described how these arrangements instead became mechanisms of control. Without legal
safeguards, economic support, or social services, survivors were pressured into marriages that
offered no real protection. The expectation to conform, remain silent, and endure hardship
stripped women of agency and reinforced the very cycles of abuse they had initially escaped.

The previous chapter examined the immediate and long-term impacts of WPC closures on
survivors, including trauma, abandonment, and loss of safety. Chapter 5 now turns to the second
research question, exploring the challenges and consequences of reintegration in post-2021
Afghanistan, where survivors faced renewed risks without formal support systems.
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Chapter 5: Findings and Discussion of the Second Research Question
Survivors’ Re-integration and Relocation

5.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the second set of findings, based on the same methodology and using analysis
supported by NVivo 14.

Quotations are provided from the dataset as illustrative examples and evidence alongside relevant
theory to answer the second research question.

RQ2: What were the challenges and consequences of the re-integration of survivors
following the closure of WPCs in post-2021 Afghanistan?

As Chapter 4 showed, the closures stripped away critical layers of safety and care. This chapter turns
to what happened next, how women navigated the uncertainty, fear, and rejection that often followed
their forced reintegration. Drawing on interviews with survivors, former shelter staff, and other
stakeholders, the findings reveal the emotional, social, and structural challenges that shaped this phase
of their journey. It highlights how re-integration was not a moment of recovery, but for many, a
continuation of harm, marked by forced marriages, family rejection, legal abandonment, and the
struggle to survive in an increasingly hostile society.

5.2 The Context of Re-integration after Shelter Closures

According to participants of this study, the sudden closure of WPCs following the Taliban takeover
left survivors in a state of extreme instability and dread. Based on the interview with shelter workers,
survivors were anxious and traumatised due to losing their only sanctuary. As shelter staff and
international workers might encountered security threats and logistical constraints, many women
feared losing the only safe space available to them.

“Women in the shelters were in dire and traumatic situations, fearing the loss of their
sanctuary as caretakers and international staff imagined leaving Afghanistan due to
Taliban threats and limited options™ [Ajar, a WPC social worker, west zone, virtual
interview, 2024].

“Many women were already broken when they arrived. Losing the shelter meant losing
the only place that helped them feel human again. They were scared, confused, and
completely alone” [former shelter staff member, Kabul].

“This shelter did what the government could not do for women like my daughter. They
gave her a safe place to stay, with food, counselling and support. Thanks to them, she
started to feel like herself again. But this closure and re-integration will impact us again
... nobody will accept us again” [Aisha (not her real name), mother of a former shelter

resident, online interview, 2024].

In several interviews, survivors and staff described shelters not just as physical refugees but as unique

spaces where women might feel safe, respected, and heard. For many, including one mother who
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spoke movingly about her daughter's experience, the shelter was the first place that allowed her child
to begin healing after the trauma of divorce. “They did what the government could not, “she said,
recalling how the shelter offered counselling, food, and emotional support that helped her daughter
feel like herself again. Her words underline a deeper reality: these centres provided more than basic
services; they nurtured a fragile sense of worth, stability, and hope. The closures did not just remove
protection; they erased one of the few facilities survivors trusted, leaving behind emotional scars and
a sense of duplicity. This highlights the importance of survivor-centred reintegration approaches,
which must recognise that returning home is not always safe or appropriate.

At the same time, the withdrawal of caretakers and international staff reflects deeper systemic
weaknesses, where even those tasked with providing safety were no longer able to remain. This loss

left women feeling empty, with little trust in the systems that were meant to protect them.

Shelters also play a wider role in reducing gender-based violence, especially in rural areas where
women’s movement is often restricted. By offering physical safety, legal advice, and emotional
support, they create spaces where women can begin to feel secure and valued again often for the first
time in their lives.

5.3 The Hasty Shutdown and Lack of Structured Re-integration Plans

This section focuses on how the shutdowns were implemented and, more importantly, how they lacked
structured re-integration plans for survivors. My interviews with the staff members, survivors and
INGO staff members reveals a disorganised, rushed and emotionally painful process in which
survivors’ futures became secondary to institutional survival.

One staff member, Ahamad (not their real name), described the internal confusion they faced trying
to re-integrate survivors amid growing insecurity.

“Exactly, about this issue, we had many meetings internally and also with our
stakeholders, like government, to see how to do this and not create issues for survivors
and their accompanying children. We were thinking about integrating those with their
families who had less risk, but there were [survivors] who had no-one, no family. But in
some cases, families were in the provinces where the war and collapse had already
started, so it was not possible to get the cases/beneficiaries there, and we were thinking
of focusing on homeless cases first. However, due to hasty decisions, the office’s re-
integration process progressed in a very disorganised and risky manner. For instance,
when beneficiaries were being re-integrated, if a cousin or aunt of theirs was found, they
were handed over without any guarantees or follow-up. [In fact,] the majority of cases
were handed over without guarantees and follow-up, and their fate may not be clear to
anyone. No-one knows if they are alive or were killed.” [Ahmad, FGC/WPC staff member
of WAW, virtual interview, 2024]

This quote points to two overlapping crises. First, there was the practical chaos of shelters closing
under urgent timelines, pressure from above, and with no time to secure family guarantees or come
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up with re-integration plans. Secondly, and more crucially, a deeper emotional paralysis appears to
have gripped some management teams. Though not always stated directly, the fear of Taliban
retaliation loomed heavily over decision-making. The pressure to close and disappear, protect staff
and avoid confrontation with the new regime created a moral dilemma: how to protect women when

protection itself could now endanger everyone involved.
This internal fear is echoed by Nasren (not their real name), a shelter staff member from the east zone:

“The re-integration of these survivors was not the right decision as they were subjected
to violence, and their mental health was severely impacted. The re-integration was
harmful, leaving some in unsafe conditions, thereby exacerbating their trauma.” [Nasren

, shelter staff member, west zone, virtual interview, 2024]

Here, according to Nasren, the failure is not just logistical but deeply ethical. Survivors were sent to
unknown destinations or unsafe homes, not out of neglect but under duress. This fear-driven process,
though perhaps unavoidable to some, ended up doing significant harm in the very name of safety.
The result was a compromised protection system: survivors were not consulted, consent was not

always obtained, and staff were left carrying the emotional burden.
Another staff member from an FGC adds further nuance:

“We had many discussions before the collapse of Afghanistan about what we should do
exactly and how to move forward and not put their children at risk, and we made sure that
those [survivors] who had families ... the risk was not that much, so we could re-integrate
them. But our focus should be on those that do not have families, and we discussed this a
lot. We wanted to focus on this matter, but the unexpected and urgent decisions meant we
could not to implement the plan. The re-integration was ... whoever was available, like a
cousin or uncle or relatives of the [survivors], so they were referred to [these relatives]
and follow-up was not possible. Also, those who did not have families were given to the
district attorney, or someone who was living in the women’s village. This was a bad
memory I have had for 10 years...” [Roya (not their real name), FGC staff member,

virtual, interview, 2024].

Again, this demonstrates the breakdown between intent and execution. There had been careful
planning, including prioritising child safety and family-risk assessments. However, these intentions
were overwhelmed by the sudden collapse of government structures and the severe threat from the
Taliban. As fear intensified, plans were stopped, and decision-making became intolerant, often driven
by urgency rather than survivor safety. In addition, the sudden transfer of responsibility to junior and
mid-level staff points to a deeper structural failure. Many senior NGO leaders (shelter implementers),
including CEOs and directors, fled the country early, leaving less experienced staff to make high-
stakes decisions about survivors' futures. This breakdown reflects poor contingency planning and
exposes how fear and managerial absence compounded risks for the most vulnerable. Rather than
coordinated protection, the system defaulted to crisis management, placing the burden of life-altering
decisions on those least equipped or authorised to make them.
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One survivor from Herat described the outcome plainly:

“I went back home where no-one is happy. I am not sure what will happen...” [WPC

survivor from Herat, virtual interview, 2024]

Her words highlight the extreme emotional displacement of the survivors. They were not just
physically uprooted, but their emotional well-being was also disregarded. They were seen as problems
to be solved rather than people to be consulted. Their already fragile agency was further stripped

away.
One WPC survivor said:

“.... we were divided into pairs and handed over to caretakers’ homes ... I cannot speak
for the others, but the two of us assigned to one caretaker faced physical and emotional
abuse. We were forced to perform personal chores, such as washing carpets and dishes,
cleaning the house, fetching water, and washing clothes. The family members were unkind
to us, and one of the women in my case attempted suicide, but I prevented her,” [Bibi
Hawa, Badghis WPC survivor, virtual interview, 2024].

Azada (not their real name), an operational member of the FGC/WPC from the northwest zone
noted:

“... I encountered cases like Salda (not their real name), who was transferred from a
shelter to a caretaker’s home and forced into marriage with a Taliban member. Now living
in her mother-in-law’s district, Salda faces isolation without anyone to check on her well-
being. Many women accepted forced marriage out of fear of death or rape by the Taliban
when shelters closed. Those transferred to Kabul often lived discreetly, fearing Taliban
recognition or harm, highlighting the abandonment of women by civil society
organisations running the shelters.” [ Azada, operational member of the FGC/WPC

northwest zone, virtual interview,2024]

Qader, a former FGC and shelter co-ordinator in Kunduz, who was involved in the process,
described the story of survivors:

...... shelter staff made some stories for the women that if you do not leave the shelter, if
you do not go back to your family or if you do not marry someone, the Taliban will rape
you or put you in prison. So, the women were very scared, and they were in a traumatic
situation” [Qader, a former FGC staff member, virtual interview, 2024].

The experiences shared by Bibi Hawa, Azada, and Qader capture a deeply unsettling picture of what
re-integration looked like for many survivors once the WPCs closed. Bibi Hawa spoke about being
assigned, along with another woman, to a caretaker's household where they were unwelcome and
made to carry out heavy domestic work, fetching water, cleaning, washing carpets, tasks that stripped
them of dignity and reinforced their vulnerability. The emotional weight of this environment became
unbearable for her companion, who attempted to take her own life. That this happened so soon after
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leaving the shelter underlines how little thought was given to where women were sent and how easily

harm could resurface in unfamiliar spaces.

Azada described the case of Salda, a woman who had been quietly transferred to a caretaker's home
and ended up in a forced marriage with a Taliban member. Women constantly being monitored or
controlled by the caretakers in laws, Salda's situation was not followed up. There was no formal check
on her wellbeing, no pathway to redress, and no support if she needed to leave. She had been absorbed
into another system of control. Her case points to a broader problem: protection measures were
reduced to ad hoc arrangements that prioritised appearance over care in the scramble to act.

Qader, who helped coordinate the process of closure in Kunduz, reflected on the pressure shelter staff
felt. He admitted that, in their desperation, some began telling women that if they refused to go home
or agree to marry, the Taliban would rape or imprison them. While these warnings may have been
driven by fear, they placed survivors in an impossible position. Women were not offered real choices;
they were forced into action by panic and misinformation. This shows how fragile the support network
had become and how ethical lines were blurred under the strain of an unfolding emergency.

These stories expose more than the personal hardship of individual women; they reveal how systems
meant to protect can falter when fear, urgency, and poor planning overtake principle. Re-integration
became a way to exit responsibility, displacing women into homes or marriages without safeguards,
support, or consent. These decisions may have been made with limited options, but their
consequences were long-lasting and deeply harmful. What emerges here is a call to re-examine what
went wrong logistically and how survivors' rights and voices were sidelined when they were most
needed.

While some reintegration efforts may have been well-intentioned, the absence of structured planning
meant that survivors were often placed in environments that could not guarantee their safety. In
several instances, women were sent to caretaker homes where families, already burdened by fear and
limited resources, or they did not have family at all, were unequipped to provide meaningful support.
Instead of receiving care, some survivors found themselves in exploitative conditions, performing

unpaid domestic work or enduring mistreatment with no formal oversight or avenues for recourse.
5.4 Absence of Follow-Up Systems

The lack of a follow-up process after re-integration emerges as one of the most deeply felt concerns
among shelter staff. Participants consistently spoke of the emotional toll and ethical weight of losing
contact with survivors, many of whom were left in insecure and unstable environments alone.
However, their perspectives reveal varying degrees of access, knowledge and certainty about what
happened next.

A staff member from the Herat WPCs described this disconnect in stark terms:

“We lost contact with most of the women. Some survivors contacted us months later,
begging for help, but we did not have the resources to assist them” (Haroma, a staff
member from the Herat WPCs, online interview, 2024).
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This statement conveys the organisational limitations and the emotional burden of knowing survivors
were still reaching out. It highlights the human cost of institutional closure when survivors’ calls for

help were heard but could no longer be answered.

Similarly, another staff member acknowledged the practical barriers to maintaining communication
after the shelters shut down.

“Due to concerns around safety, it has been difficult to directly contact survivors since

the closure of shelters” (Kayon, a WPC psychosocial worker, online interview, 2024).

This view focuses on the security risks and external pressures that made post-reintegration outreach
nearly impossible, especially in Taliban-controlled areas. It suggests that the absence of follow-up

was not always due to negligence but due to an environment where even care had become dangerous.

Other staff shared more specific and troubling information about the outcomes they were able to

confirm. A participant from Jawzjan recalled:

“Yes, I am aware of one beneficiary who is currently in prison. Although she had
previously received a divorce decree from three courts, the Taliban has detained and

imprisoned her” (Roma, a participant from a Faryab WPC, online interview, 2024).

This quote reveals a deep rupture in legal continuity. Even survivors who had secured court protection
under the former government found themselves re-criminalised under Taliban rule. It illustrates how

re-integration without legal safety nets can not only fail but directly endanger women.
In contrast, another participant spoke about the wider issues they had heard of:

“...I have heard many stories of abuse, from beatings and insults to social ostracism and
being used as sexual servants... stories that are truly heartbreaking. However, I haven'’t
heard of cases where someone was killed...” [Rohina, a Faryab WPC staff member,
virtual interview, 2024].

This statement shows a participant dealing with second-hand knowledge accounts passed through
networks rather than verified by direct follow-up. While not dismissing the harm, they cautiously
separate what is known from what is feared, highlighting the challenges of truth-telling in the absence
of reliable contact with beneficiaries.

Finally, one staff member voiced a more assured but no less empathetic position:

“I have not heard, but I am sure that most of the women who were re-integrated faced lots
of life challenges as they did not have any place to stay and continue their lives and, also,
most of them did not have any money to provide for basic life needs. I don’t know about
the other organisations, but the WAW could not follow-up with the beneficiaries because
it closed all the shelters and did not have any more services for women” [Farukh, a WPC

[frontline staff member, virtual interview, 2024].

The participants shared perspectives highlighting a deep understanding of survivors' vulnerabilities,

even without direct evidence. The idea that they might struggle stems from an awareness of their
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socio-economic realities. The interviewee's acknowledgement of the organization's limitations in
conducting follow-ups adds honesty to the discussion. It underscores their challenges regarding
capacity and a genuine moral concern for those affected. This transparent approach contrasts sharply
with the idealized views of reintegration efforts, reflecting a more nuanced understanding of the

complexities involved.

These considerations highlight something more profound than just a missed follow-up plan; they
reveal how the breakdown of systems and genuine fear influenced what could and could not happen.
The closure of shelters was not just a program winding down; it was a complete withdrawal of support
and protection. When NGOs ceased operations, staff had to scatter, and digital communication
became risky due to surveillance, making it nearly impossible to stay in touch with survivors.
Following up was not just logistically challenging; it could have put survivors and staff in even greater

danger.

What stands out from this situation is a shared sense of grief among the staff, an understanding that
women were left to navigate extremely precarious circumstances on their own. Many staff members,
deeply affected by what they saw and weighed down by the moral burden of enforced silence,
continue to carry the emotional toll of neglect. This was not about a lack of will; it was about a failure
of the conditions that were supposed to protect these individuals, a heartbreaking consequence of
having no safe or structured way to fulfil their duty of care amidst regime change and violent
repression. Learning from this experience is not about placing blame; instead, it is about ensuring that

compassion and courage are prioritized next time.
5.5 Shelter Survivors’ Relocation Challenges

As the security situation rapidly worsened, NGOs decided to relocate the remaining survivors who
were not re-integrated with their families from each region, driven by alarm of attacks or killings in
the shelters. This analysis draws on my interviews from both staff and survivors to explore how a

protective process became one informed by confusion, harm and ethical uncertainty.

Baran (not their real name), a VWO senior staff member from Herat, further illustrates the chaos of
the relocation efforts.

..... some decisions about relocating the survivors from provinces to Kabul and Herat
were made that were poorly planned and executed. This relocation process was chaotic,
compromising confidentiality and exposing the survivors publicly” [Baran, VWO senior

staff member, Herat, virtual interview, 2024].

These decisions were made as the security environment in each area worsened day by day. Only
Kabul and Herat seemed marginally safer among the provinces, as the government was still
operational there. Baran’s words expose a failure that is both practical and ethical. The exposure of
survivors during relocation, many of whom had fled violence rooted in honour-based systems, was
not just an oversight. In Afghanistan, where public visibility can mark women for violence or social
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exclusion, this breach of confidentiality is life-threatening. When Baran uses the word “chaotic,” it is
not an exaggeration; it reflects a setting in which trust, safety and structure have all broken down.

According to the above statements, the relocation process was marked by significant disorganisation
and lack of thorough planning, leading to severe consequences for survivors and staff. Centralising
relocation in Herat and Kabul without adequate confidentiality measures or logistical preparations
left women vulnerable to public scrutiny and considerable risks, violating their privacy and failing to
ensure their safety during transfer. Survivors with their children (the exact numbers are not
mentioned) from Badghis, Ghor, Farah, and Nimruz were relocated to shelters in Herat. At the same
time, those from Faryab, Kunduz, Badakhshan, Balkh, Kapisa, and parts of Kabul were moved to
Kabul shelters. Herat, the largest shelter in the western region, already accommodated 180-200
survivors, including about 40 children, and was receiving regular monthly referrals, creating an

enormous strain on its capacity.
Another staff member from Kunduz noted:

“[It was] hasty and disorganised, with no monitoring or guarantees in place ... Some
women were handed over to distant relatives or local district attorneys, but their safety
was not ensured. We received orders from the management to let the women leave and
hand them over to anyone you want ... hmm, this is painful...” [Anosh, FGC/WPC staff

member, Kunduz, virtual interview, 2024].

The pain in these words shows how deeply frontline staff were affected by what they were asked to
do. The phrase, “hand them over to anyone you want” reveals how systems of protection collapsed
into unplanned decisions. There was no due diligence, no verification of safety, just a rush to remove
women from shelters, regardless of the consequence. The emotion behind “hmm, this is painful”
reveals the moral burden borne by staff who were forced into positions that directly contradicted the
survivor-centred values they were supposed to uphold.

Mary, a staff member involved in the relocation process, recalled the helplessness:

“There were cases where we knew the women would be hurt again... but we had no legal
authority to keep them... everything happened in front of my eyes” (online interview,
2024).

Mary’s experience reveals the ethical distress and powerlessness. The staff, aware that women would
be returned to danger, were devoid of any institutional means to prevent it. Mary’s words, “Everything
happened in front of my eyes,” serve as a witness to the systemic failure.

Mahmood, a legal staff member involved in the relocation, highlights the depth of confusion and
control:

“The management team did not inform the staff about the closure and relocation at first
and the staff did not know about the situation and risk ... the staff was not briefed properly,
and the staff was not allowed to move without permission from management, as

management were the decision-makers ... hmm, it is sad. The women (survivors) who were
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shifted to Herat were not briefed as the staff, based on management [not informing us,]
did not inform the survivors about the situation of Afghanistan nor about relocation to
Herat. The situation was dire, and no-one knew it but management. The management

’

made a hasty decision.’

Here, Mahmood describes a picture of an institution that failed its survivors and its staff. There was
no transparency, no clear communication, and no support for those on the frontlines. Staff members
were paralysed, restricted in movement, cut off from decision-making, and kept in the dark. What
stands out here is the operational breakdown and the emotional toll.

In his second account, Mahmood recalls the visible suffering of survivors:

“The situation and the face of the women ... I still remember their hopeless faces because
it impacted them so negatively. The women asked us during the closure what will happen
to them, and we did not have an answer. Even when we kept them temporarily in the
shelter, they had the most difficult time, which impacted their well-being because they lost
that support suddenly” [Mahmood, staff member of VWO, online interview, 2024].

The sudden loss of support, without explanation or transition, left these women frightened, confused
and abandoned. Mahmood’s memory of their “hopeless faces” is a haunting reminder of how neglect

can feel like violence.

Considering all the evidence and these statements collectively, these descriptions reveal a process
that was not simply mismanaged but profoundly harmful emotionally and structurally. Staff like
Baran, Mary, and Mahmood did not describe isolated incidents but a pattern of collapse under
pressure. Research consistently shows that sudden or poorly co-ordinated relocation in crisis contexts
can lead to re-traumatisation and increase survivors’ exposure to risk (UN Women, 2022; Vu et al.,
2014). While the actions of shelter management raise serious concerns, it is also necessary to
acknowledge that they may have been operating under intense fear and uncertainty, shaped by the
urgency of a collapsing state and the lack of explicit operational guidance.

5.5.1 Legal challenges and Taliban intrusion

One interviewee claimed that after the takeover by the Taliban many survivors found
themselves stuck in unresolved legal situations. Before everything collapsed, countless
individuals had been in the middle of legal processes; some cases were almost settled, with
abusers (fathers, brothers, husbands, and in-laws) facing imprisonment. But, with the sudden
change in power, these offenders were set free by the Taliban and returned to the very homes
from which their victims had fled.

“The sudden release of prisoners and criminals from Pul-e-Charkhi prison added fuel to
the chaos, making the situation even more frightening” [MoWA staff member from Kabul,

virtual interview, 2024].
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As aresult, many legal cases, particularly around divorce, separation, and harassment, were left
incomplete, leaving women who had sought protection legally and psychologically completely
exposed. Over time, some survivors were returned to abusive environments, erasing the little
autonomy they had reclaimed.

However, a survivor who managed to get her hands on a mobile phone chose to voice the
concerns of those who could not speak for themselves. During my interview arranged by shelter
staff in June 2024, she shared her own experiences along with the struggles faced by others in
her community after the shelter closed. By sharing their stories, she fostered a sense of unity,
reminding everyone that they were not alone.

Some participants also highlighted the impact on children. Young ones living in shelters
watched their mothers endure immense pain. Though too young to fully understand, they
absorbed the emotional weight. These children journeyed alongside the women, moving from
one uncertainty to another. When they arrived in Kabul, they were met not with safety but with
the same harsh realities they had tried to escape.

As one interviewee noted:

“.... Women in the shelters were in dire and traumatic situations, fearing the loss of their
sanctuary as caretakers and international staff contemplated leaving Afghanistan due to

’

Taliban threats and limited options...’

This relocation not only exposed the deep-rooted gender inequalities in Afghan society but also
highlighted the failures of organisations that claimed to act for the greater good. While there
had been some attempts to establish safe corridors and co-ordinate transfers, the overarching
impression was one of missed opportunities, poor communication, and a shocking lack of
preparation for emergencies. In its actions, or lack thereof, the international community created

an additional layer of vulnerability that compounded survivors’ struggles at the direst of times.
A staff member from a Faryab WPC noted:

“During the WPC closure, many women were arrested for various reasons because there

wasn’t any WPC to help them, also, the Taliban publicly flogged them in the stadium”

This statement shows the serious and troubling reality that women faced, and continue to face,
when these shelters are closed. The lack of help during and after the closure of WPCs exposes
the wider problem of violence and oppression that women in Afghanistan are living with. The
silence around these abuses reflects the government’s efforts to make women invisible and take
away their rights. The terrible experiences of these women, who were hoping to find safety
from violence, show how urgently we need strong policies that focus on protection and support
for them.

If there is one clear message from this chapter it is that re-integration and relocation must be
done with care, time and, most importantly, with the voices and needs of survivors as the focus.
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These women deserved more than a rushed exit. They deserved to be protected, listened to, and
supported every step of the way.
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Chapter 6: Findings and Discussion of the Third Research Question:
Accountability and Responsibility

6.1 Introduction

The previous chapter revealed how, in the absence of support systems, survivors of GBV were forced
into unsafe and often violent reintegration processes ended by structures that once promised
protection.

This chapter presents the third set of findings, based on the same methodology and using analysis
supported by NVivo 14.

Quotations are provided from the dataset as illustrative examples and evidence alongside relevant

theory to answer the third research question.

RQ3: How did accountability gaps contribute to the breakdown of WPCs and compromise
the safety of GBV and DV survivors in Afghanistan?

This chapter focuses on a crucial issue that has not received enough attention: the lack of
accountability, responsibility and transparency from those entrusted with protecting women and
survivors of violence in Afghanistan. How this breakdown occurred and its implications for
individuals on the ground must be explored. This chapter is based on a wide range of perspectives,
gathered through conversations with survivors, shelter workers, NGO staff, donors and officials who

were present during the crisis.

Guided by feminist theory, this chapter approaches accountability as both a technical or institutional
mechanism and a profoundly relational and ethical practice. The emotional weight of those in
protective roles during the crisis is also considered.

6.2 Understanding Accountability in Humanitarian Protection

In humanitarian protection, accountability refers to the obligation of humanitarian actors’
governments, donors, NGOs and international organisations to be answerable for their actions,
decisions and omissions that impact the rights, safety and dignity of affected populations (Core
Humanitarian Standard (CHS) Alliance, 2022). In fragile contexts, such as Afghanistan,
accountability is more than a technical requirement; it is an ethical commitment to do no harm, to act
in solidarity with survivors, and to uphold human rights even in crisis.

After the Taliban regained control, several participants described how the collapse of WPCs and the
rushed or unco-ordinated withdrawal of humanitarian actors highlighted serious accountability
failures. According to their reflections, many decisions were made behind closed doors, often
prioritising organisational risk over the safety of survivors. Some participants said it felt as though
their experiences did not matter when no one asked them what they thought. As people who had lived
and worked through the changes, they wanted to be heard. For them, it was not just about being
informed, it was about having a say in what happened to them and the women they were trying to
support.
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Effective humanitarian accountability requires more than policies; it demands that institutions listen

to and act on the knowledge, experiences and priorities of those they claim to serve.
As one interviewee noted:

“Hum... being accountable means not walking away when things get hard. It means
standing by the women we promised to protect and making sure they have a say in what
happens to then. Government collapsed, but why there was not a protection mechanism
for women from NGOs and INGOs?” [former WPC staff member, west zone, online
interview, 2024].

This statement underscores the ethical nature of accountability, framing it not merely as a matter of
institutional compliance or procedural reporting but as a relational commitment to at-risk populations,
in this case, female survivors of GBV. In Humanitarian Ethics: A Guide to the Morality of Aid in
War and Disaster (2015), Hugo Slim states that real accountability involves “being answerable not
only to donors or institutions but to the people whose lives are directly affected by humanitarian
decisions.” The staff member’s words echo this sentiment, challenging the perception that duty can
be suspended during a crisis.

The analysis also exposes a fundamental contradiction in the humanitarian system: a heavy
dependence on State structures (such as the Afghan government) for protection, with insufficient
contingency planning for State collapse. Despite years of fragility warnings, NGOs and INGOs’
absence of an emergency protection mechanism reflects what Antonio Donini (2012) describes as the
“institutional tunnel vision” of humanitarian responses, in which actors prioritise internal risk and
donor accountability over adaptive, survivor-centred models. The staff member questioned why
INGOs and NGOs, many of which had been operating in volatile contexts for decades, failed to
develop alternative strategies to protect women when the government collapsed. This oversight
represents a logistical failure as well as a moral and political one.

Moreover, the quote calls attention to the gendered nature of humanitarian accountability failures.
The emphasis on women “having a say” points to the erasure of survivor agency in protection
decisions. Feminist scholars such as Andrea Cornwall and Althea-Maria Rivas (2015) have argued
that humanitarian systems often marginalise women’s voices in crisis settings, prioritising external
actors’ agendas over local knowledge. This form of epistemic injustice (Cornwall and Rivas, 2015),
was especially evident in post-2021 Afghanistan, when decisions about shelter closures and re-
integration were frequently made without consulting survivors or frontline staff. The humanitarian
sector, while rhetorically committed to principles such as participation and empowerment, often
reverts to top-down, technocratic decision-making when faced with political uncertainty (Immel,
2022).

This quote, while a personal reflection, is also a powerful indictment of a system that abandons ethical
responsibility under pressure. It challenges international actors to redefine accountability as a practice
grounded in solidarity, relational duty and inclusive decision-making rather than institutional
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preservation. The Afghan context reveals how easily principles can be sidelined in favour of
organisational security.

This critical reflection on accountability also raises urgent questions about who was responsible for
ensuring protection systems were in place. As the quote from the WPC staff member reveals, the
failure was not abstract; it was tied to identifiable actors and institutions that had the power to act but
did not. To better understand how and why accountability collapsed, it is necessary to examine the
key stakeholders’ specific roles, responsibilities and responses in Afghanistan’s protection system
after 2021.

The collapse of the WPC system cannot be attributed solely to political takeover. Donors,
international organisations, national NGOs and implementing partners all played vital roles in the

support and eventual withdrawal of services

6.2.1 National NGOs and implementing partners

The findings of this study reveal a sobering reality: those tasked with delivering protection and
care to women and girls during Afghanistan’s crisis were themselves left without protection,
direction or support. These organisations, which were the primary implementers of donor-
funded programmes addressing GBV, running shelters and WPCs across the country, were
deeply impacted by the crisis. Yet when the Taliban returned to power, many found themselves

abandoned by donors, by co-ordination structures, and by the very system they helped sustain.
A frontline staff member of the VWO noted:

“They just stopped responding. No-one told us what would happen next ... we were left in
the dark.”

This quote captures a recurring theme: a complete breakdown in communication and co-
ordination. Despite years of partnership, implementing partners’ provincial staff were excluded
from critical decisions and left with no information about how to proceed with the survivors or
the operation.

A staff member from the WAW said:
“We had no guidance on what to do with the women or how to keep them safe.”

“Even the women didn’t know what would happen. There was no plan, no update. They
just waited” [VWO staff member, Nimruz, virtual interview, 2024].

These statements point to clear theme: absence of planning for protection was especially
damaging. When funding and oversight disappeared, so too did the structures meant to ensure
the shelters” and women’s safety. Although the donor still paid staff salaries:
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“The donor paid our salary until the end of December 2021 (VWO staff member, online
interview, 2024). This financial gesture did not translate into operational continuity or

accountability.

Survivors, without communication, options or clarity, were left in limbo. The NGOs’ inability
to support them did not stem from unwillingness, but from a vacuum of leadership and

responsibility.

“We made promises to these women. They trusted us. But we could not protect them when

everything fell apart” [social worker from west zone, virtual interview, 2024].

“Donors have supported these shelters for decades, but when things collapsed, the
support was not there in the way it was needed” [WPC staff member from north zone,

virtual interview, 2024].

“Putting self-interest first instead of staying engaged is threatening the long-term efforts
we worked so hard for...” [VWO staff member from Herat, online interview, 2024].

These statements demonstrate the fragility of donor partner relationships when they are built
around short-term projects rather than long-term, shared responsibility. When risk escalated,
support vanished leaving local actors to bear the consequences alone.

For many, this moment marked not just the loss of funding, but the collapse of years of trust,
co-ordination and commitment. The staff's long-term commitment was evident in their work,
and the donor disengagement at a time of greatest need undermined everything they had worked
to build.

These interviews show not just a story of crisis but a call to rethink what real accountability and
partnership should look like. As some have argued, true accountability means more than just
reporting to donors. It means listening to the most affected people, the frontline staff, the
survivors, and the communities left behind. The staff who shared their stories for this study
were not asking for perfect systems; they were asking for basics: to be included, to be informed,
to be cared for. What they got instead was silence.

Local staff and national NGOs being hit hardest at that moment reveal a profound failure in
how decisions were made when they mattered most. For anyone in a position of leadership,
policy or influence, these stories matter.

One of the most painful realities that emerged from this study was the breakdown of trust
between survivors and those responsible for their protection. This was caused by a lack of
honest, timely communication during the closure of shelters.

“We were told they would take us to Kabul. However, we did not know why. We did not
know when. We kept asking: Where will we go? What will happen to us?” [WPC survivor

from west zone, online interview, 2024].
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This confusion was not simply a logistical issue it became a source of fear, stress and re-
traumatisation for survivors. Several staff members described how, in the absence of clear
information from leadership, they gave survivors vague reassurances or “false hope” to calm
growing anxiety. While well-intentioned, this ultimately undermined trust. Survivors sensed
that something was wrong. They were not consulted, informed, or treated as people with the
right to know what was happening to their futures.

Internally, communication within the shelters themselves also collapsed. Mid-level staff and
managers were frequently excluded from critical updates.

“The mid-level staff were not informed of the situation until the last minute. We were
expected to manage everything but did not know what was coming” [WPC staff member

from north-east zone, virtual interview, 2024].

According to this evidence, lack of inclusion not only made it harder to plan the relocation of
survivors, it also demoralised staff and left them feeling powerless. The communication flowed
down as commands, not laterally or relationally. There was no time to prepare, no space to ask

questions, and no room to offer informed care.

“The donor was co-ordinating with security staff directly and the director of the
organisation, but not with us, not with the people who were with the women every day”

[WPC/FGC provincial manager from north zone, virtual interview, 2024].

This top-down, selective flow of communication further erased the voices of those closest to
survivors. From a feminist ethics of care perspective, this is a failure of attentiveness and
responsibility (Leclerc, 2023): survivors and frontline staff were treated as passive recipients
rather than relational actors whose perspectives mattered.

In many cases, the silence survivors experienced mirrored earlier trauma when their voices were
ignored or dismissed. This silence was not neutral; it was damaging. It heightened their
vulnerability and shattered the trust shelters had worked hard to build.

This moment revealed a deep ethical void. Even as organisations claimed to protect women,
their actions did not reflect such a commitment. In a crisis, transparency is not a courtesy.
Survivors had the right to know what was happening to them, and staff had the right to be
prepared. If humanitarian protection is to mean anything, it must be built on trust, clarity, and
shared responsibility. Without transparency, even well-funded programmes fail the people they

claim to serve.

6.2.2 Role of donors and international stakeholders

Since the Taliban took control, many organisations that once supported women, and vulnerable
communities have faced severe disruption (Dutta, 2023; Moorehead, 2023). NGOs such as the
WAW, the VWO, and the Justice for All Organization (JFAO), which operated WPCs and
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FGCs, were deeply affected. These institutions were either shut down or taken over. The WAW,
formerly one of the largest women’s organisations in the country, was forced to close many of
it is offices. It now works outside Afghanistan. Similarly the VWO closed it is shelters, while
the JFAO found its access to the justice system nearly impossible as legal structures transformed
under Taliban rule.

Yet this study reveals that challenges extended beyond the Taliban’s restrictions. The ways in
which NGOs responded to the crisis also raises critical questions about institutional
responsibility, ethical leadership, and the prioritisation of donor relations over community
accountability.

Several participants clearly described how shelters were shut quickly and without preparation.

“The VWO closed all its shelters at once without any attempt to engage the Taliban ...
the management fled and left survivors and staff in a dangerous situation” [former VWO

staff member, online interview, 2024].

Similarly, the WAW, another key player in the humanitarian response, evacuated some staff
based on personal connections, leaving the rest of the staff vulnerable. Rather than navigating
complex negotiations or attempting to preserve any services, leadership withdrew entirely,
without providing a roadmap or warning. This created a vacuum in terms of protection for

women.

What becomes clear from these interviews is that the problem was not only external originating
from the political shift, or the threat posed by the Taliban, but also internal, rooted in how these
organisations functioned. Several participants expressed deep frustration with decisions made
in the final days.

“Instead of paying attention on the women who needed protection, the management spent
all their energy trying to secure donor funds and produce documents to justify their

actions” [senior WAW staff member, online interview, 2024].

This evidence reveals a pattern in which organisational survival was prioritised over ethical
obligations to staff and clients. Feminist theorists have long warned of this risk; that when
NGOs become entangled in donor expectations, they risk losing sight of the people they were
created to serve.

The way evacuation efforts were handled only deepened the sense of betrayal.

“The WAW evacuated some staff based on personal connections ... the rest of us were left
behind, even though we were just as vulnerable” [WAW provincial staff member, online
interview, 2024]

This kind of selective protection, where only those with access to international networks were
evacuated, created a clear divide. This evidence highlights a troubling hierarchy within

47



humanitarian spaces, one shaped by class, geography and social capital that mirrors the very

systems of exclusion that many of these organisations were meant to dismantle.

One of the most worrying themes to emerge from my interview was the perception that, in
moments of extreme crisis, organisational actors prioritised their own safety over that of
survivors and their children. This reversal of roles describes both an operational failure and a
moral betrayal. The emotional weight of this departure was felt deeply by frontline staff, who
were left to face the consequences.

“Instead of focusing on the safety of the clients, the donors and implementing partners
considered their own risks. From leadership to lower-level employees, they tried to leave
Afghanistan ... and they left the survivors with their children and the frontline staff alone”
[VWO staff member, online interview, 2024].

This quote makes it clear that the perceived ethical failure was not abstract, but personal and
relational. It challenges the institutional logic that self-preservation in crisis is an acceptable
default for those in power.

While some may argue that leaving was a security decision, interviewees saw it differently.

“It is worse to escape from your own responsibilities ... I am sure the Taliban did not touch
any NGO's director when they arrived but, yes, the management chose to flee. It was a golden
opportunity to escape the country and leave us alone. They took money and left ... donors paid
a lot to protect the survivor, but God knows where those funds have gone” [WAW senior staff
member, online interview, 2024].

This may have been a reaction to pressure and fear, but for staff, it felt like they were left behind
without support. It raised serious concerns about how decisions were made, and whether
resources that were meant for protection were used in the way they should have been. The sense
that leadership acted in its own interest, while staff and survivors faced the consequences,
reveals how high the ethical stakes were during this time.

On the other hand, donors were busy with evacuation and closing their projects. From the
interviews, it is clear that the donors were not in a position to monitor the shelter process as the
whole system collapsed. Some may have been facing the same security risks as NGO leadership
or dealing with their own staff’s safety. As Cynthia Enloe (2014) reminds us, humanitarian
actors do not operate in neutral spaces, they are shaped by systems of power, privilege, and the
ability to leave when danger rises.

Donors were also focused on their own evacuations and project closures. From the interviews,
it is clear they were not in a position to monitor shelter operations as the system collapsed. In
some cases, they could not even assist their own staff.

Another donor staff member said:

“... we were not able to take out our staff... many fled due to fear of being killed by Taliban

many of them moved to Pakistan to seek temporary protection... some left through education,

48



while the rest of them are still stuck in Kabul...our donor did not evacuate us right away as we
did not have SIV, but we have P1 and P2..[Donor staff member, virtual interview, 2024]

This statement shows just how messy and unequal the response was. Staff had to find their way
to safety by crossing borders or applying for education visas, while others remained trapped.
Evacuation came down to visa categories and timing, not the danger people faced. It highlights
how limited donors’ capacity was, and how even those within their organisations were left to
manage alone.

Those left behind, mainly women and children, lost access to care when it was needed most.
This was not just poor planning but a failure of ethical responsibility. Senior staff had the means
to leave; survivors did not. As Crenshaw (1991) notes, vulnerability is structured. Women

carried the burden while those with power stepped away.

This was never about leaving but about who could and was left behind. It highlights the urgent

need to rethink humanitarian care as a long-term commitment, not a temporary service.
6.2.3 Mismanagement, decentralisation and co-ordination breakdowns

Another recurring theme was the lack of formal planning and accountability during shelter
closures, particularly within large national NGOs such as the WAW and VWO. Participants
described how decision-making typically followed a long chain, from international donors to
the leadership of implementing partners, to national and regional managers, before finally
reaching the shelter-level staff. This top-heavy structure delayed crucial decisions and
heightened risks in an already volatile environment.

One participant explained that this complex and slow-moving communication process
significantly impacted the ability of provincial frontline staff to respond quickly or safely,
especially during a crisis.

“There was no formal relocation plan, just verbal instructions via phone from the shelter
manager to transfer survivors and close shelters hastily, prompting a rush to leave
Afghanistan. A WAW director had already left with her chosen managers and staff based
on her interest, but the majority were left behind, handling survivors and the office. The
WAW had more than 800 staff and many shelters ... it is hard to think what happened to
others at that moment. I know in the case of Kunduz and Faryab, but I do not know about
other shelters ... management ignored us, and they did not take any responsibility” (WAW

provincial manager, online interview).

Many staff members said they were informed of closures at the last minute, often through
informal phone calls. By the time instructions reached shelter managers, they had little time or
support to plan for safe relocations.

“We were informed too late ... the message went to provincial managers, but no-one told
us directly. With network issues, everything became even more confusing and unsafe”
(WAW frontline staff member, online interview, 2024).
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In crisis settings, especially with vulnerable populations, communication is not optional, it
forms part of a duty of care. The fragmented planning process reflected a disregard for the
knowledge and urgency experienced by those on the ground.

“The VWO director delayed approving any plan. By the time we got instructions, it was
too late ... hmm, she had already left, and we were still here with the survivors, with no

support, and at serious risk” (VWO provincial manager, online interview, 2024).

This quote highlights a broader pattern: those in positions of power removed themselves from
danger while leaving others behind. These decisions were not just logistically flawed, they were
ethically devastating, and they reveal a profound breakdown in care.

“There was direct responsibility assigned to the leadership of those organisations. It was
up to them to decide at what point it could no longer be sustained” (WAW senior staff

member, online interview, 2024).

This situation epitomises a decentralised model of accountability in which each organisation
operates in isolation. There was a glaring absence of a shared strategy, central guidance or co-
ordinated contingency planning. This left survivors, children, and staff reliant on individual
leadership decisions that often-favoured internal survival over collective safety.

Instead of collaboration, a survivalist response emerged. From an accountability perspective,
this represents a fundamental failure to uphold humanitarian principles of care, protection and

collective responsibility.
6.3.1 Handling of confidential data and legal documentation

Interviewees claiming the mishandling of clients’ confidential documents during the closure of
WPCs signals a failure in the response strategies of implementing partners — which did not
destroy survivors’ documents, putting them and staff at considerable risk. Responsibility lies
with the implementing partners; however, donor organisations must also acknowledge the
seriousness of this issue. The evident lack of co-ordination and accountability reveals

significant deficiencies in the crisis management processes.

“One challenge was the clients’ confidential documents, which were not properly
disposed of, exposing clients and staff to risks. The donor was unaware of this, and the
implementer was responsible for handling the documents” (Mahmood, a lawyer from an
FGC/WPC west zone, online interview, 2024).

This oversight highlights a broader, systemic problem that demands immediate attention.
Confidential documents are not just operational records; they are vital to protecting vulnerable
individuals’ identities, legal situations and safety. By failing to secure these records,
implementing partners inadvertently created a pathway for potential harm, particularly when
the Taliban posed an immediate threat.
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“We scanned all the documents and burned them because we were afraid of handing them
over to the Taliban. Still, many documents were stolen, exposing survivors and staff to

risks” (Rogia, a WPC lawyer, online interview, 2024).

Both quotes address critical issues in handling sensitive documents during the collapse of
Afghanistan, highlighting the risks of improper management. The first quote reflects a fear-
driven response to protect survivors’ legal documents from the Taliban; while the second
highlights inadequate disposal practices, putting clients and staff at risk. Both statements reveal
anxiety about safety and security, with self-preservation taking priority over the safety of others.

They also reveal the tension between confidentiality and the dangers of mishandling sensitive
information. Scanning and destroying documents to avoid capture led to others being exposed
due to negligence. The importance of securing sensitive information is essential, especially in

unstable environments.
6.4 Operational and Legal Challenges Post-Closure

The dismantling of Afghanistan’s protection infrastructure following the Taliban’s return to power
represents not just the collapse of services, but a profound systemic failure in the continuity of justice
and care for survivors of GBV. Interviews with legal professionals and frontline staff, who were
instrumental in the co-ordinated ecosystem that once functioned to support women’s access to justice,
reveal a significant loss of expertise. This system was built on the interdependence of FGCs, WPCs
and legal networks spanning the MoWA to family courts. The abrupt disruption of this infrastructure
has had grave consequences, especially for women and children navigating violence, legal insecurity
and displacement.

“We were directly working with judges and courts, and our documents and identities were
already exposed because we had documents in court that exposed our identities” (Hawa,

a VWO lawyer, online interview, 2024).

This statement speaks to more than administrative vulnerability; it reveals the personal risks that legal
advocates now face under Taliban rule. Unlike other humanitarian sectors, GBV-related legal work
often implicates perpetrators with social or political power. In this context, documentation meant to
protect survivors has now become evidence of affiliation, putting both staff and clients at risk of
retaliation. This is consistent with findings from the UNHRC (2023), which reported the systematic
removal of female judges, lawyers and prosecutors from the legal system. These women now face
persecution, enforced disappearance or exile, highlighting the gender-specific impact of Taliban rule
on legal advocates.

The Taliban’s ideological rejection of women’s presence in public and legal institutions has erased
women’s access to legal redress entirely. Without female legal professionals, who often serve as
critical bridges between survivors and the justice system, survivors are effectively silenced. This is
not simply a legal gap; it is a gendered erasure of voice and visibility, exacerbated by structural
violence and impunity.
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“Survivors, shelter staff, lawyers, judges, former government officials from the MoWA,
human rights commission, and others involved in protective services are now at risk of
violence and death. Women and girls who survived violence left without adequate support
systems and safe spaces” (Igra, a donor staff member based in Kabul, online interview,
2024).

This evidence captures the damaging intersection of legal collapse, forced displacement and
institutional abandonment, and the profound personal impact on survivors. They are doubly harmed:
first by violence, then by the withdrawal of the very mechanisms designed to respond to that violence.
Feminist theorists such as Crenshaw (1991) have argued that institutional frameworks often fail to
account for the intersecting vulnerabilities that shape how women experience harm. In Afghanistan,

this failure is now complete.

The situation also exposes failures at the operational level, particularly in the responsibilities of
NGOs. Several participants described how these organisations lacked emergency planning, even in
the face of escalating threats.

According to one participant:

“Despite the warnings of an escalating security threat weeks before the Taliban’s

takeover, the organisations responsible for managing the WPCs were caught off guard.”

This reactive posture reflects a broader tendency within international humanitarian structures to treat
local crises as peripheral until they reach the point of collapse. It also underscores the lack of
participatory crisis planning, with those closest to the risk — local staff and survivors —excluded from

decision-making.
The relocation of women to Herat and Kabul illustrates this:

“We could see that things were getting worse every day, but there were no emergency
plans in place. The closures happened in a flurry of chaos and confusion” (BA, a
WPC/FGC provincial staff member, online interview, 2024).

Care is not just about responding to harm (Robinson,2011) it’s about planning, attentiveness and
inclusion. Furthermore, the absence of clear relocation plans, particularly for those moved across
provinces, deepened feelings of abandonment and mistrust. Without timely information, survivors
were placed in unfamiliar cities, often with no legal status, no family, and no guarantee of safety. The
burden of survival is placed entirely on them, a weight that is often too heavy to bear.

Operational challenges were further compounded by:
e Staffing shortfalls, especially among women who could no longer safely work in public roles.
e Restricted access to communities, particularly in remote areas under Taliban control.

e International donors growing cautious or withdrawing support, with funding cuts disrupting
programme continuity (UN Women, 2022).
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These conditions created a layered crisis in which physical insecurity, emotional trauma and legal
vulnerability converged. In this vacuum, survivors faced escalating risks with no formal recourse.

A feminist analysis compels us to ask: Whose lives are considered worth protecting rather than
rendered invisible when institutions collapse? The fact that NGOs, donors and co-ordinating bodies
failed to anticipate or mitigate these outcomes points to a pattern of structural neglect. In this case,
the crisis did not cause the breakdown of protection; it exposed the fragility of systems that were
never built to be inclusive, sustainable or survivor-led.

The post-closure landscape of Afghanistan’s legal and protection systems illustrates how gendered
power structures, operational negligence and a lack of ethical foresight colluded to leave women and
survivors of violence more vulnerable than ever. The need for urgent efforts to rebuild inclusive,

survivor-centred and legally grounded systems of care cannot be overstated.

6.4.1 Lack of sustainability and contingency planning

These findings reveal that, despite two decades of substantial donor investment in WPCs, the
absence of sustainability and contingency planning ultimately left survivors and staff
unprotected when the political landscape shifted. While shelters provided life-saving services,
their long-term viability was never fully secured.

Razia, a donor staff member acknowledged this gap:

“Several times, the matter of sustainability was mentioned and even meetings were
organised with the implementing partners, but their level of interest was low as we were

’

also asking government to contribute.’

This statement highlights a shared responsibility that was often deferred. Donors raised
concerns, but implementing partners and national stakeholders lacked the interest, resources or
political leverage to take ownership. The dependency on international funding became
structural and, as a result, flexibility was never institutionalised. Instead of gradually embedding
these services into public infrastructure or building community-based protection models,
stakeholders operated as though external support would continue indefinitely. The concept of
local ownership is, however, crucial as it empowers communities and makes them integral to
the solution.

This failure to transition from externally driven service delivery to locally sustained systems
reflect what feminist scholars such as Cornwall and Rivas (2015) warn against: The hollowing
out of grassroots accountability in favour of technocratic, donor-led approaches. Shelters were
effective in the short term, but they had no political or financial shield when faced with regime
change. The risks of regime change are significant and can lead to uncertainties in service
delivery. Despite clear risks, the absence of contingency planning meant the entire protection
framework collapsed almost overnight.
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Ahmad, a WPC donor staff member:

“It was extremely challenging to sustain women’s shelters under the Taliban’s regime due
to international reluctance to engage, funding restrictions, and the regime’s failure to

honour commitments to women'’s rights and inclusivity under the Doha Agreement.”

This statement reflects the more significant geopolitical entanglement surrounding
Afghanistan’s protection efforts. While the Taliban’s ideological stance towards women was
always known, many NGOs and donors operated under fragile agreements and memorandums
of understanding that held no weight once the regime changed. The Doha Agreement of 2020
between the US and Afghanistan, in particular, failed to deliver on key assurances, significantly
impacting women’s rights and political inclusion, yet no alternative framework was prepared
when it fell apart.

These findings illustrate that humanitarian actors often assume that political will from host
governments or international actors will hold long enough for sustainable impact. In
Afghanistan, that assumption proved fatal.

Abida, an NGO staff member, said:

“We could see that things were getting worse every day, but there were no emergency

i)

plans in place. The closures happened in a flurry of chaos and confusion.’

Abida’s statement emphasises the reactive nature of the response rather than any proactive
planning. It highlights the strategic failures in GBV programming, which requires not only
sustained funding but also flexible and locally anchored models that can adapt under pressure.
The absence of contingency measures made both survivors and frontline workers disposable in
the face of regime change. This situation reflects a broader issue in humanitarian response: the
tendency to design systems that are politically and financially fragile, and insufficiently
grounded in local ownership.

The political impasse that followed the Taliban’s return, combined with US and donor legal
restrictions on funding anybody that could be seen to legitimise the regime, further exposed
how protection systems rooted in foreign aid are inherently vulnerable to global shifts in policy
and power (UN Women, 2022; HRW, 2023). These external dependencies left Afghan women
in a dire situation: abandoned by the State, then abandoned by the international community.

This chapter tells difficult story, one of broken promises, abandoned responsibilities, and the
shattering human cost of silence. Survivors, many of them already carrying deep wounds,
disappeared quietly, often without explanation, without a plan, and without the decency of a
goodbye.

This study reveals something painfully simple: those who were most affected were the least
included. Accountability should not be something done at a distance upward towards donors,
outwards to institutions but should also be directed downwards to the people whose lives were

most at risk. There is no easy fix for what happened, however, one thing clear: accountability
54



must be redefined. It is not about ticking boxes or writing reports after the damage is done. It is

about being present when it matters most.
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Chapter 7: Conclusions

This chapter brings together the key findings of Chapters 4, 5, and 6. It weaves together the

experiences of all participants in answer to the research questions:

1. What were (and are) the immediate and long-term effects of the closure of WPCs on survivors
of GBV?

2. What were the challenges and consequences of the re-integration and relocation of survivors
following the closure of WPCs in post-2021 Afghanistan?

3. How did accountability gaps contribute to the breakdown of WPCs and compromise the safety
of GBV and DV survivors in Afghanistan?

7.1 Loss of Protection: A Breakdown in Feminist Promises

The closure of WPCs was not just a loss of physical structures but a devastating blow to the emotional
well-being of most survivors. These were more than just buildings; they were sanctuaries where
women felt safe, heard and supported. The words of a survivor from Herat echo the sentiments of
many: “When I heard the shelters were closing, it was like the ground beneath me gave way.” WPCs
were lifelines, places where women could rebuild their identities, access legal support, and begin
healing from the trauma of forced marriage, domestic abuse and social ostracism.

However, the closures were not just sudden they were chaotic. The lack of formal plans for re-
integration and the hasty handover of female survivors to distant relatives, local officials or untrained
caretakers created a sense of urgency and crisis. Some were left directionless, and a few were coerced
into marriages with strangers or Taliban members under the guise of safety. In the words of one
shelter worker: “We were asked to hand them over to whoever we could find. It broke us.”

What emerged was not simply a logistical failure but an ethical one. The closure of WPCs led to the
re-traumatisation of survivors and the moral injury of many staff members. The feminist promise of
protection and empowerment was replaced with silence, fear, and abandonment. As Crenshaw (1991)
and Tronto (1993) remind us, protection must centre on the lived experiences of the most
marginalised. In this case, it failed to do so, highlighting the urgent need for change.

7.2 Re-integration: Forced Return and Social Stigma

The re-integration process, in feminist theory, should have meant restoring dignity and agency to
survivors. In practice, it often meant returning women to the same abusive environments they had
once fled. Many were left without housing, financial support or legal protection. A woman from
Kabul shelter recalled, “We were promised safety in Kabul, but after a few weeks, they told us to go
wherever we could. We cried, begged, but no one listened.”

Survivors were made to navigate this trauma alone. Some were subjected to forced labour or married

off against their will. A few, unable to bear the pressure, took their own lives. Others disappeared,
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with no follow-up from NGOs. Severe hopelessness, fear and a profound sense of betrayal dominated
survivor testimonies.

Social stigma only deepened these wounds. Survivors returning to their communities were seen not
as brave women who had fought back against violence but as dishonourable, defiant figures. Many
families rejected them. Community members isolated them. In a patriarchal society where a woman’s
value is often tied to family reputation, survivors were treated as outcasts. As one staff member
observed, “They weren’t re-integrated. They were erased.”

7.3 Why NGOs Withdrew: Fear, Risk and Structural Barriers

Tronto’s (1993) ethics of care help frame this collapse not as accidental or unavoidable but as a failure
of moral and political commitment. The feminist ethic of care demands presence during crisis, not
withdrawal. However, data from this study shows that when the Taliban returned, key actors in the
international community withdrew rapidly. There were no clear contingency plans, no survivor-

centred strategies, and very little attention paid to their needs.

The shelters, once symbolic of women’s resistance and autonomy, collapsed under the combined
pressure of Taliban threats, lack of co-ordination with the new regime, funding cuts and operational
mismanagement. This left not only survivors but staff in positions of extreme vulnerability with some
hiding in fear and others trying to protect women without institutional backing or legal authority. This
echoes Smith and Freyd’s (2014) concept of institutional betrayal in which systems designed to offer
safety become a source of harm by abandoning their responsibilities.

7.4 Who Was Accountable?

Chapter 6 revealed a painful truth: when the crisis hit, no-one took real responsibility or
accountability. Donors stopped responding. National NGOs were left to make impossible decisions
without guidance. Many senior managers evacuated themselves and a select few, leaving behind
survivors and frontline staff. Communication broke down. Protection systems collapsed.

This was not just a bureaucratic gap. As feminist theorist Fricker (2007) argues, it was a form of
epistemic injustice; a failure to listen to and value the knowledge of those closest to harm. Survivors
and staff were excluded from decisions that affected their lives. As one former staff member put it,
“We made promises to these women. They trusted us. We let them down.”

These interviews also highlighted concerns about how confidential data and legal documents were
handled. In some cases, sensitive information was left behind or stolen, exposing survivors and staff

to even greater danger. In others, staff rushed to burn or hide documents, fearing Taliban reprisals.

The role of international donors also came under scrutiny. While some had supported WPCs for
decades, they withdrew in silence when the political situation became unstable. As one donor staff
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admitted, “We had meetings on sustainability, but there was no real plan. We kept expecting the

government to step in.”

7.5 The Human Cost

These stories show that protection is not just about funding or programming; it is about presence.
When that presence vanished when the managers left, when the doors closed and when the phone
lines went silent, survivors were left in emotional and legal freefall. Children watched their mothers’
panic. The staff broke down. Women with nowhere to go begged for shelter when, often, there was

none.

This collapse has to be understood not just as a technical issue but as a gendered crisis of care.
Feminist ethics remind us that care is a practice of attentiveness, responsibility and solidarity (Tronto,

1993). Care was absent when it mattered most.

Yet, amid all this, there were pockets of resilience. Survivors supported each other. Some staff refused
to leave. One survivor, managing to borrow a phone, called to speak not only for herself but also for
others left behind.

7.6 What Needs to Change

These findings make it clear that any future humanitarian work in Afghanistan or similar contexts
must place survivor agency at the centre. Protection systems need built-in contingency planning, legal
safeguards and community-based alternatives. Donor funding must be long-term, flexible and not
contingent on geopolitical convenience.

Most importantly, the voices of survivors, frontline staff and local communities must be heard, not
just in evaluations or after crises but at every stage of planning, implementation and response. Their
knowledge is not supplementary, it is essential.

If there is one lesson learned from this collapse, it is this: humanitarian accountability cannot be
reduced to audits and checklists. It is about standing by those being served, especially when the world
walks away. True care does not disappear when it becomes inconvenient. Proper protection does not
stop at the moment of danger. And feminist action, if it means anything, must begin by listening to
the women left behind.
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Recommendations

What follows are the parameters required for a survivor-centred and accountable protection system
for Afghan women.

1. Strengthen Accountability of NGOs

National and international NGOs operating, or which operated, WPCs must adopt clear accountability
mechanisms to ensure responsible transitions, especially during closures or emergencies. Past
instances of sudden exits have reportedly endangered lives and such risks must be addressed. While
legal consequences may be applicable in extreme situations, the immediate priority should be
transparent reporting, survivor-focused exit planning and independent oversight. Accountability

should aim not to penalise but to enhance protection standards and foster trust.
2. Establish and Enforce Safety Protocols

Key stakeholders, such as UN Women, the EU, and the US Agency for International Development
(USAID) should collaboratively develop and enforce a standardised safety framework for WPCs,
particularly in high-risk settings. This must include mandatory emergency evacuation plans, with pre-
defined safe destinations, such as neighbouring countries, to ensure continuity of protection in crisis

scenarios.
3. Ensure Emergency Preparedness in Afghanistan

All NGOs currently operating in Afghanistan should be required to maintain active evacuation plans
for staff and survivors. These plans should be realistic, context-sensitive, and developed in co-
ordination with local and international actors to prevent abrupt service discontinuation that could

jeopardise lives.
4. Secure and Digitise Case Information

Survivor case files, particularly those involving high-risk individuals, should be digitally secured
using encrypted databases. This helps preserve confidentiality and enables the safe transfer of

information if agencies are forced to exit.
5. Enable Rapid Emergency Funding

Donors should pre-authorise contingency funds that NGOs can access without bureaucratic delays
during emergencies. These funds should support urgent needs, such as transportation, temporary
shelter and safe relocation. Contracts should include requirements for NGOs and/or INGOs to either

evacuate survivors or formally transfer responsibility to another competent organisation before exit.
6. Operational Standards for Closure

NGOs running WPCs that cannot ensure the safety of clients during closure should not operate in the
first place. Closure protocols must include mandatory submission of exit reports and survivor follow-
up updates. A global review mechanism could assess compliance and determine eligibility for future

operations.
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7. Innovate Protection Models Under Restrictive Regimes

In light of the Taliban’s prohibition of formal shelters, alternative support strategies must be explored.
Small, discreet, community-based centres offering activities such as sewing classes, literacy training
or basic health care can also serve as informal, safe spaces for women who have fled violence. Trusted
community figures such as midwives, educators or elders can discreetly support at-risk women
through informal networks.

8. Establish Cross-Border Support Hubs

With many Afghan women fleeing to neighbouring countries, there is an urgent need to establish
dignified, trauma-informed reception centres at border points. These should provide immediate
protection, basic services and psychological support designed to feel like safe havens rather than
institutional refugee camps.

9. Provide Direct and Discreet Financial Aid

Emergency financial assistance should be made available directly and discreetly through local
intermediaries. Small but timely support such as transport fares, cellphones, or just one night of safe

accommodation can be lifesaving.
10. Leverage Mobile Access for Safe Communication

Despite restrictions, many women still have access to cellphones. Secure channels such as encrypted
apps or anonymous helplines can offer vital support, including legal guidance and psychosocial
counselling. Services must be designed with sensitivity to surveillance risks, using code words or

voice notes when needed.
11. Recognise and Support Former WPC Staff

Former shelter staff, many of whom are now at heightened risk, should be recognised as human rights
defenders and a plan should be developed for their evacuation. They urgently require relocation
pathways, trauma care and long-term protection. Their prior work was not only professional but also

courageous, as such, international actors owe them safety and solidarity.
12. Build Crisis-Resilient Protection Systems

Future protection programmes must include layered contingency plans. When the Taliban returned,
the absence of back-up systems left many stranded. Survivors and staff alike must be equipped with
clear guidance on what to do, where to go, and how to remain safe in emergencies.

13. Sustain Grassroots Women’s Networks

Despite the immense risk, informal, women-led networks continue to offer critical support through
transportation, food, shelter and emotional care. These networks require ongoing financial and
logistical support, free from branding or public attention. Unrestricted micro-grants can help them
continue their work safely and sustainably.

14. Elevate the Voices of Afghan Women in Exile
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Some former shelter workers now living abroad are advocating, organising and sharing their
expertise. Their perspectives must shape future protection strategies. These women are not only
survivors, they are also leaders and must be meaningfully included in international policy

conversations.
15. Maintain Global Visibility and Advocacy

The international community must not allow Afghan women’s struggles to fade from attention. The
UN, governments and human rights bodies must continue documenting abuses, speaking out and
applying pressure. Silence can perpetuate harm. Sustained visibility can help prevent it.

16. Reframe Protection as a Commitment not a Project

Finally, protection is not just about infrastructure or funding, it is about sustained presence, trust and
resilience. Systems must be built not just to function in times of stability but to hold firm in crisis.

Afghan women continue to resist with courage and dignity; our support must be equally enduring.
17. Future Directions

This research highlights critical gaps in protection mechanisms for Afghan women and proposes
actionable recommendations grounded in both urgency and realism. However, the issues explored
here deserve deeper examination. As such, this study will be expanded to a book-length project that
delves further into survivor narratives, systemic failures and the resilience of grassroots networks.
The forthcoming work will aim to contribute to academic discourse and practical policy reform and
advocacy. By continuing this research, it is hoped that the voices and experiences of Afghan women

remain central to global conversations on protection, justice and accountability.
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