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	Benenson society


The following story from the New York Times highlights the tragic story of two girls in Afghanistan who were flogged for running away from forced marriages to men in their forties. Their flogging has been captured on video. 

May 30, 2010

Child Brides Escape Marriage, but Not Lashes

By ROD NORDLAND and ALISSA J. RUBIN
KABUL, Afghanistan — The two Afghan girls had every reason to expect the law would be on their side when a policeman at a checkpoint stopped the bus they were in. Disguised in boys’ clothes, the girls, ages 13 and 14, had been fleeing for two days along rutted roads and over mountain passes to escape their illegal, forced marriages to much older men, and now they had made it to relatively liberal Herat Province. 
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Sakhina, 15, was sold into marriage to pay off her father’s debts when she was 12 or 13. She is one of four fugitive child brides at a shelter in a secret Kabul location. 

Instead, the police officer spotted them as girls, ignored their pleas and promptly sent them back to their remote village in Ghor Province. There they were publicly and viciously flogged for daring to run away from their husbands. 

Their tormentors, who videotaped the abuse, were not the Taliban, but local mullahs and the former warlord, now a pro-government figure who largely rules the district where the girls live. 

Neither girl flinched visibly at the beatings, and afterward both walked away with their heads unbowed. Sympathizers of the victims smuggled out two video recordings of the floggings to the Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission, which released them on Saturday after unsuccessfully lobbying for government action. 

The ordeal of Afghanistan’s child brides illustrates an uncomfortable truth. What in most countries would be considered a criminal offense is in many parts of Afghanistan a cultural norm, one which the government has been either unable or unwilling to challenge effectively. 

According to a Unicef study, from 2000 to 2008, the brides in 43 percent of Afghan marriages were under 18.  Although the Afghan Constitution forbids the marriage of girls under the age of 16, tribal customs often condone marriage once puberty is reached, or even earlier. 

Flogging is also illegal. 

The case of Khadija Rasoul, 13, and Basgol Sakhi, 14, from the village of Gardan-i-Top, in the Dulina district of Ghor Province, central Afghanistan, was notable for the failure of the authorities to do anything to protect the girls, despite opportunities to do so. 

Forced into a so-called marriage exchange, where each girl was given to an elderly man in the other’s family, Khadija and Basgol later complained that their husbands beat them when they tried to resist consummating the unions. Dressed as boys, they escaped and got as far as western Herat Province, where their bus was stopped at a checkpoint and they were arrested. 

Although Herat has shelters for battered and runaway women and girls, the police instead contacted the former warlord, Fazil Ahad Khan, whom Human Rights Commission workers describe as the self-appointed commander and morals enforcer in his district in Ghor Province, and returned the girls to his custody. 

After a kangaroo trial by Mr. Khan and local religious leaders, according to the commission’s report on the episode, the girls were sentenced to 40 lashes each and flogged on Jan. 12. 

In the video, the mullah, under Mr. Khan’s approving eye, administers the punishment with a leather strap, which he appears to wield with as much force as possible, striking each girl in turn on her legs and buttocks with a loud crack each time. Their heavy red winter chadors are pulled over their heads so only their skirts protect them from the blows. 

The spectators are mostly armed men wearing camouflage uniforms, and at least three of them openly videotape the floggings. No women are present. 

The mullah, whose name is not known, strikes the girls so hard that at one point he appears to have hurt his wrist and hands the strap to another man. 

“Hold still,” the mullah admonishes the victims, who stand straight throughout. One of them can be seen in tears when her face is briefly exposed to view, but they remain silent. 

When the second girl is flogged, an elderly man fills in for the mullah, but his blows appear less forceful and the mullah soon takes the strap back. 

The spectators count the lashes out loud but several times seem to lose count and have to start over, or possibly they cannot count very high. 

“Good job, mullah sir,” one of the men says as Mr. Khan leads them in prayer afterward. 

“I was shocked when I watched the video,” said Mohammed Munir Khashi, an investigator with the commission. “I thought in the 21st century such a criminal incident could not happen in our country. It’s inhuman, anti-Islam and illegal.” 

Fawzia Kofi, a prominent female member of Parliament, said the case may be shocking but is far from the only one. “I’m sure there are worse cases we don’t even know about,” she said. “Early marriage and forced marriage are the two most common forms of violent behavior against women and girls.” 

The Human Rights Commission took the videotapes and the results of its investigation to the governor of Ghor Province, Sayed Iqbal Munib, who formed a commission to investigate it but took no action, saying the district was too insecure to send police there. A coalition of civic groups in the province called for his dismissal over the matter. 

Nor has Afghanistan’s Interior Ministry replied to demands from the commission to take action in the case, according to the commission’s chairwoman, Sima Samar. A spokesman for the ministry did not respond to requests for comment. 

Forced marriage of Afghan girls is not limited to remote rural areas. In Herat city, a Unicef-financed women’s shelter run by an Afghan group, the Voice of Women Organization, shelters as many as 60 girls who have fled child marriages. 

A group called Women for Afghan Women runs shelters in the capital, Kabul, as well as in nearby Kapisa Province and in the city of Mazar-i-Sharif, all relatively liberal areas as Afghanistan goes, which have taken in 108 escaped child brides just since January, according to Executive Director Manizha Naderi. 

Poverty is the motivation for many child marriages, either because a wealthy husband pays a large bride-price, or just because the father of the bride then has one less child to support. “Most of the time they are sold,” Ms. Naderi said. “And most of the time it’s a case where the husband is much, much older.” 

She said it was also common practice among police officers who apprehend runaway child brides to return them to their families. “Most police don’t understand what’s in the law, or they’re just against it,” she said. 

On Saturday, at the Women for Afghan Women shelter, at a secret location in Kabul, there were four fugitive child brides. All had been beaten, and most wept as they recounted their experiences. 

Sakhina, a 15-year-old Hazara girl from Bamian, was sold into marriage to pay off her father’s debts when she was 12 or 13. 

Her husband’s family used her as a domestic servant. “Every time they could, they found an excuse to beat me,” she said. “My brother-in-law, my sister-in-law, my husband, all of them beat me.” 

Sumbol, 17, a Pashtun girl, said she was kidnapped and taken to Jalalabad, then given a choice: marry her tormentor, or become a suicide bomber. “He said, ‘If you don’t marry me I will put a bomb on your body and send you to the police station,’ ” Sumbol said. 

Roshana, a Tajik who is now 18, does not even know why her family gave her in marriage to an older man in Parwan when she was 14. The beatings were bad enough, but finally, she said, her husband tried to feed her rat poison. 

In some ways, the two girls from Ghor were among the luckier child brides. After the floggings, the mullah declared them divorced and returned them to their own families. 

Two years earlier, in nearby Murhab district, two girls who had been sold into marriage to the same family fled after being abused, according to a report by the Human Rights Commission. But they lost their way, were captured and forcibly returned. Their fathers — one the village mullah — took them up the mountain and killed them. 

The video of this can be found on the New York Times site by going to Google and searching Afghan Girls Flogged for Running Away
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What can we do?
Email to President Karzai (I have been unable to find a postal address) or write or email to the local Afghan diplomatic representative. If your country has troops serving in Afghanistan you might mention their service in his country. 
It might also be worth contacting your local Foreign Minister or Secretary of State asking them to make representations to the Afghan Government (this may have some impact in the context of so many countries having soldiers there or giving aid there). 
Contact 
Nazer Husain Rahimi 
Special Secretary to the President 

E-mail: hussain.rahimi@gmail.com
President Karzai,

Your Excellency,
As a member of the human rights group, the Benenson Society, I write to register my concern about the situation of child brides in Afghanistan and the disturbing video of  Khadija Rasoul, 13, and Basgol Sakhi, 14, from the village of Gardan-i-Top,  being flogged for running away from a forced marriage. As an Australian also I note the recent sad loss of two Australian soldiers in your country in the war to preserve your government and that images such as these can only serve to weaken such commitments.
I know that Afghan law forbids marriage of girls under sixteen years old. I urge the Afghan Government to take urgent steps to ensure that its officials (both police and governors) enforce the law and that  the government work with the Afghanistan Human Rights Commission to protect the rights of children
Yours sincerely,
AUSTRALIA, New Zealand
Embassy of Afghanistan 
PO Box 155
Deakin West ACT 2600
Fax: (+61-2) 6282 7322
Email: admin@afghanembassy.net

AUSTRIA 
Embassy of Afghanistan 
Lackierergasse 8 Top 9 
1090 Vienna 
Fax: (+43-1) 524 7807
E-mail: mailto:afg.emb.vie@chello.at
Ambassador: H.E. Zia NEZAM
BELGIUM
Embassy of Afghanistan 
61, avenue de Wolvendael
B-1180 Bruxelles
Fax: (+32-2) 761 3167
Email: ambassade.afghanistan@skynet.be
Ambassador: H.E. Homayoun Tandar 

CZECH REPUBLIC 
Embassy of Afghanistan 
Nakazance 634/7 
17100 Praha 7 - Troja 
Fax: (+420) 2 3345 2009
Ambassador: H.E. Azizullah KARZAI

FRANCE, Spain, Portugal and Switzerland 
Embassy of Afghanistan i 
32 Avenue Raphael 
75016 Paris 
Fax: (+33-1) 45 24 60 68
Email: ambafghane@wanadoo.fr 
Ambassador: H.E. PROF. Zalmai HAQUANI 
Non-resident envoy to: Morocco, Portugal, Spain, and Switzerland 

GERMANY
Emassy of Afghanistan in Berlin

Wilhelmstrasse 65 D

10117 Berlin

fax: (+49-30) 229 1510

Email: afghanische-botschaft@t-online.de
Ambassador: H.E. Hamidullah Nasir Zia

ITALY 
Embassy of Afghanistan in Rome
Via Nomentana 120 
00161 Rome 
Fax: (+39) 06 8632 2939 
Email: afghanembassy.rome@flashnet.it
Ambassador: H.E. Abdullah Ali

NORWAY, Denmark and Sweden
Embassy of Afghanistan in Oslo 
17 Kronprinsens Gt, 0251 Oslo
Fax: (+47) 22 83 84 11
E-mail: info@afghanemb.com
Ambassador: H.E. Mr. Yahya MAROOFI 
Non-resident envoy to: Denmark and Sweden

PAKISTAN 
Embassy of Afghanistan in Islamabad
House No. 8, Street 90, G-6/3
Islamabad 
Fax: (+92-51) 282 4504 
Email: mailto:nstarzi1@yahoo.com%2520
Ambassador: H.E. Mr. Nangyalai TARZI

UNITED KINGDOM
Embassy of Afghanistan in London 
31 Prince's Gate
London SW7 1QU 
Fax: (+44-207) 581 3452 
Email: pa.afghanembassy@btinternet.com
Ambassador: H.E. Ahmad Wali MASSOUD

UNITED STATES OF AMERICA  
Embassy of Afghanistan in Washington
2341 Wyoming Avenue, N.W.
Washington, D.C. 20008
Fax: (+1-202) 483 9523
Email: info@embassyofafghanistan.org 
Ambassador:  H.E. Said Tayeb JAWAD
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