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SO YOU WOULD LIKE TO START A STUDY GROUP:  UWHAW EXPERIENCE 
(University Women Helping Afghan Women, CFUW-Ottawa) 

Hally Siddons June 18, 2017 

 

1. OUR BEGINNINGS: THE GERM OF AN IDEA 

I share our beginnings because we all go to talks, read, watch television and sometimes 
come across things that are particularly interesting, things that may include a need, and 
a need we might be able to do something about. 

In late 2008 I was at a dinner party and I sat next to General Rick Hillier , Canada’s then 
Chief of Defense.  He talked about Afghanistan and what our Canadian Forces were 
actually doing there. I was fascinated, and very proud as a Canadian, to learn the role 
our country was playing.  I came home determined to learn more. 

 Fast Forward: 
I was Chair of the Local Arrangements Committee for our 2010 CFUW AGM. We needed 
a theme, programme, and guest speaker.  Others began to share my interest in 
Afghanistan.  While battle stories predominated, the stories of the legions of oppressed 
Afghan women were emerging.   We had read Sally Armstrongs books – Veiled Threat, 
and Bitter Roots Tender Shoots, testimony to the heroic struggles of women under the 
boot and whip of that brutal Taliban regime.  Our theme would be Value our Past :  
Shape the Future. We would recognize remarkable Canadian women of the past and, 
looking to the future, would explore how we might help young Afghan women shape 
their future.  We asked Sally to be our guest speaker but sadly she had a special family 
gathering at her cottage that weekend and so could not come.  Instead we decided to 
ask Dr. Sima Samar, an Afghan featured in Sally’s books, a physician, a courageous 
visionary and human rights activist, and Chair of the Afghanistan Independent Human 
Rights Commission. She accepted our invitation within twenty-four hours and then we 
not only had to plan for the AGM, but fundraise to bring Dr. Samar  from Afghanistan for 
a week. 

Once that week arrived, it was an extraordinary one which included not only her talk 
and a workshop, but meetings across the city to which we were invited.  We  learned so 
much.  The week following the AGM our team met for lunch to celebrate its conclusion 
and let our summer begin, but 5 minutes into lunch we said we can't stop now! 

 

2. INITIAL STEPS: 

Shortly thereafter some of us met with our CFUW –Ottawa President and said we would 
like to start a study group.  We wanted to keep learning and to help in some way.  We 
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were sure others would be interested, especially if they too had heard Dr. Samar or read 
Sally’s books.   

For our CFUW-Ottawa club Registration Night, we set up an attractive display and we 
signed up 10 members to begin our journey.   

At our first meeting we decided we would advocate and act for Afghan women and girls, 
and somehow support their education, a little vague but worked out and clarified over 
time. 

 

3. MOVING ON REQUIRED CREDIBILITY AND VISIBILITY: 

Our own ongoing education on the issues facing Afghan women and girls and their 
country would become essential.   Some thought our efforts would be useless. Many 
Canadians thought Afghanistan would never change  - “it was in the Dark Ages and 
always would be”.    

Therefore being well informed through reliable resources would be essential for 
UWHAW credibility and visibility. 

Educating ourselves continues to be essential to this day. 
 
·      We have regular monthly meetings with well informed speakers 
·      We develop and share extensive reading and website lists. 
·      We search for pertinent articles and join listservs 
·      We develop and nurture an extensive network of Embassy and government officials, 
 diplomats, politicians, students and Afghans in Canada and abroad. This network 
 has proven invaluable for continuing support, accurate information and feedback 
 for possible UWHAW action. 
·      We attend relevant presentations and symposiums in Ottawa and beyond, often 
 hearing and meeting visiting diplomats or senior government officials. 
·      We develop and monitor a Facebook page and twitter 
 account, convenient depositories for comprehensive and current information, 
 and an avenue into the social media world.  

 

4. SOLIDIFYING OUR GOALS: WHAT DOES OUR STUDY GROUP ACTUALLY  DO?   

1.  We continue to learn about issues facing Afghan women and girls and 
 especially regarding their education.  

2. We advocate. 
 Our ongoing learning reminds us the job is not done. UWHAW advocates  to 
 influence society and government.  We 
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 write letters to the editor in the Globe and Mail, and  Ottawa 
Citizen 

 draft letters for our CFUW-Ottawa President and National 
President 

 write letters to our local MPs 

 write articles for various publications, electronic and non, locally, 
nationally and internationally. 

 We speak when invited locally, nationally and internationally 

 local cubs, CFUW AGMs, GWI Triennial Conferences. 

 I presented a Parallel Session at the UN CSW and have been 
invited to speak at the WG-USA AGM in Salt Lake City and a 
AAUW meeting in Connecticut. 

 GWI has given our work legs.  Our project is on the GWI website for our 16,000 
 members to note, and three GWI  Federations  have indeed initiated 
 activities in their own countries to help women in Afghanistan. 
 

3. We fundraise. 

Our initial learning confirmed there was a real need to act.  There were things we could 
do to help Afghan women and girls.  We would focus on education. 

During the Taliban days, 1996 to 2001, girls were banned from school. Because their 
education had been put on hold and the infrastructure decimated, by 2010 there was a 
demand for action and in one of the poorest countries in the world.   
 
And today in light of the resurgent Taliban, ISIS and the demographic realities of the 
country, the crisis remains huge.  Almost a third of all children across Afghanistan do not 
attend school. Her Excellency Shinkai Karokhail, Ambassador of Afghanistan to Canada 
reminded us at our garden party last week that the worst violence inflicted on women is 
illiteracy, and the best remedy for that is to invest in the future mothers, thus investing 
in the nation as a whole. 
   
To address this reality, we raise funds for girls scholarships at Dr. Samar’s Gawharshad 
Institute of Higher Education in Kabul. With her help we established a procedure to send 
funds securely and directly.  
 
To raise our funds we focus on only two events a year and coordinate them with other 
CFUW-Ottawa club activities. 
 
·      National Arts Centre Luncheon with a silent auction, mini concert, and 
 performer discussion 
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·      A Summer Evening Garden Reception at a member’s home by the Canal.  
 
These two activities are sell-out events that not only raise sufficient funds to meet our 
scholarship goal but raise the visibility of CFUW-Ottawa in our city and in the diplomatic 
community. 
 
 
5. THE PRESENT:  WHERE ARE WE NOW? 
 
(Expansion of our Group and Attraction of New Members to CFUW-Ottawa): 
 
UWHAW has expanded now to 50 plus members. I hasten to add we are a big club – 
some 460 members.  We are fortunate to have among us a variety of talent but 
most importantly, our members are team players, hard workers, creative and 
resourceful.  
 
New blood is always important and each year we welcome new members. In fact new 
members sometimes join CFUW because of us. 
 
 
We also collaborate with Kindred Spirits to extend our reach: 
 
Through our extensive network we support the work of kindred spirits like CW4WA and 
we have been a catalyst to move the Afghan issue forward. We have reached out to 
CFUW member across the country in the National Afghanistan Study Group, and as 
mentioned before to WG-USA, to AAUW, to GWI, and to new contacts and 
followers through our Facebook and Twitter accounts.  
  
To date we have raised nearly $100,000 and helped some 36 Afghan girls, but are we 
really making a difference? 
 
As a delegate to the United Nations Commission on the Status of Women in New York 
in March, I was in a large conference room waiting for an Afghan Side event to begin.  
Many UN Ambassadors and Foreign Ministers were also in the room. In walked Dr. 
Samar who knows all these people but she saw me across the room and came straight 
over to give me a hug, saying, “thank you Hally for what you are doing.  I can’t thank 
you enough”.  We know what we do is but a drop, yet despite the probable horrors of 
her day, a smile would come to her face right now if she knew we were talking about 
support for her girls, girls whom we know have little other chance, only a hope to 
change their lives, and those of their family and country. So we continue. 
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6. SUSTAINABILITY? 
 
 
We know that our job helping Afghan girls help themselves is not done, but is our status 
quo sustainable?  
 
We have had one facilitated session to examine that question and are planning a 
second.  
 
Our goals remain crystal clear but we continue to look at our results and ask ourselves 
where improvements are necessary?  Are our ideas still relevant?  Is our group still on 
side and vibrant?  Are we still learning? Do our actions still meet the need? Is our 
advocacy effective? What are our current member strengths and weaknesses, where 
are our gaps? Are we still welcoming new members and building partnerships? 
 
 
7. TO CONCLUDE: 
 
Ours has been a demanding but rewarding ride!  Our study group is vibrant. We have 
learned much and, in the process, made a difference in the lives of a few girls and their 
eventual families. In the process we have also stretched ourselves but also had fun and 
feel a great sense of reward, making a difference for a few. 
 
We are indeed fortunate women to have an education and to live in Canada. As we 
follow our own passion and as global citizens UWHAW members believe we have an 
opportunity and responsibility to help others half way round the world help themselves. 
 
     Hally Siddons 
     University Women Helping Afghan Women 
     CFUW-Ottawa 
  
 
 
 
 

 


