Introduction to the Kabul Centre of Mirmun

Unfortunately in Afghanistan, orphans are all too common these days.  Following decades of war and civil unrest, many young children have been left without parents and any hope for a bright future.  Orphan girls are especially vulnerable.  Many are threatened with abandonment from their extended families due to their inability to provide for the family.  Many are threatened with marriage at an alarmingly young and premature age.  For these reasons and so many more, the Kabul Centre of Mirmun has been established.  

The Kabul Centre of Mirmun can accommodate up to 25 young girls between the ages of 3 and 12.  In Afghanistan, the term orphan applies to children who have one parent as well as to children who have lost both parents. At Mirmun, we try our best to shelter girls who have no parents, and priority is given to orphans who are in the most vulnerable situations with no hope for the future. Reaching out to female orphans in Afghanistan is not easy. Many of them become the property of their relatives or even strangers.  Some of their new guardians do not have their best intentions at heart and for this reason, we are always seeking out girls who need our home most.  To identify girls, we approached women’s NGOs, MOWA, the Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare, and other personal contacts. We gathered all available information on each case that was referred to us, and made several visits to their relatives and to their residences. Whenever we discovered that the information received was not accurate, the children were returned to their relatives. 

ISSUES OF CONCERN
During our outreach, we came across some cases which not only were the orphans at high risk for exploitation, but their widowed mothers were also facing harassment and extreme danger. For example, we visited a beautiful, young mother of eight, whose children generated the family income by begging on the street. None of her children attended school. She informed us about two young men, related to her late husband, who were threatening that they would take her children away from her if she did not go to Pakistan with them. She was extremely scared and vulnerable. One of our colleagues spoke to the men. Currently we are giving monthly financial support and visiting this woman on an on-going basis. We have provided space for two of her daughters at our centre.  Another case involves the mother of 2 of our children, whose husband committed suicide by setting himself on fire in a public gathering. He left his pregnant wife, and 11 children under the age of 16, with no support or means for living. Her in-laws from the province of Khost were forcing her to send her daughters to them in order to have them placed in arranged marriages. We are providing monthly financial assistance and support to the mother and have enrolled two of her daughters. One of our girls who lost both of her parents was extremely worried about her brother who was living in extreme poverty with an abusive uncle and old grandmother. We now provide the boy with his necessary financial needs.  Another girl was desperate to see her mother who was suffering from a serious mental illness in a Red Crescent Centre designated for such patients. She had also witnessed the death of her father after he had suffered from an extremely painful illness with no access to medication. We have arranged a weekly escort for her to visit her mother and have provided items that she can take to her. These are just a few of the many troubling stories, some of them horrific, of the girls at Mirmun. 
WHAT HAPPENS AT THE CENTRE
When the children are selected, their relatives are compelled to sign a contract which gives their permission for the girls to pursue their University level education which is arranged by our centre. They agree that in the case of a breach of this contract, they will be obliged to return all our expenses. Each new resident to our centre is oriented to the centre and is introduced to her sisters. They are given a proper hygiene assessment, which includes bathing and hair cuts, as needed.  Upon their arrival they are provided with 3 new outfits of clothes. A medical check-up is completed and the girls are enrolled in school.

The young children between the ages of 3 and 6 are paired with older girls, who will take some responsibility as their older sisters. The elder children are encouraged to help the staff with household chores. Ongoing medical visits are arranged for all the children. Nutritious food, such as fruit and vegetables, are provided. The children are given input into the menu to make sure that every girl gets a chance to include her favorite food. The school is about a 30-minute walk from the centre and as a result, security personnel escort them to and from school each day. In the afternoon, they receive special in-house classes by teachers who are also responsible for assisting them to modify their behaviour and improve their life skills. One teacher is working regularly from 1:00 to 7:00pm, 6 days a week. A part-time teacher helps the girls on the weekends and when the regular teacher is absent. The children are constantly encouraged to set goals for a better future.  These goals consist of completing university or post-secondary training while pursuing their dreams and personal goals.  We also ensure that the girls are engaged in extracurricular and recreational activities, such as drama, dance, music, and art. 
Volunteers and friends occasionally visit the centre. For example, Monija Ali, the sister of Marizia Ali who is deployed as a WFO staff in Kabul, is a favourite friend and regular visitor. This external emotional support has made a tremendous difference in the children's lives and attitudes. The coordinator spends at least one night a week at the centre. The ISAF regularly visits as well.  A dedicated volunteer and former member of our youth group in Canada is presently serving in the Canadian forces in Kabul as an ISAF member. He makes weekly visits to the centre and regularly sends us photos of the children. We constantly make phone calls to inquire about their well-being and progress. Parween Pazwak, one of our board members, corresponds with the teachers and the children regularly as well. Two supervisors take care of the children's physical and emotional needs at the centre around the clock. Overall, the girls at Mirmun are enjoying a healthy and happy life, as all young girls are entitled to. 
CHALLENGES
The security situation in Afghanistan is deteriorating. We are forever worrying about the safety of our girls. For this reason, we have hired two security personnel. While in Kabul, we contacted the ISAF, who assured us that they will patrol our centre regularly. In addition, they have installed barbed wire fences around our walls. The Canadian Forces continue to monitor the orphanage, and as mentioned, one of the members is making regular visits to the centre.

We are also worried that relatives may try to take some of the girls away from us. Although they have signed an agreement, it is not a legally binding document. We cannot legally challenge them.  Unfortunately, this has happened at Mirmun once before when an uncle of one of the girls took her from us.  Our efforts to return her have not been met with success. One of the reasons that we were unsuccessful in locating the girl and bringing ‘home’ was that her uncle had strong connections to the warlords.
Lastly and most importantly, we currently do not have any secure, sustainable funding for the centre.  We piece funds together on an informal basis to cover our yearly costs which include rent of the facility, staff salaries, food and clothing costs, and schooling expenses.  Although the annual budget remains relatively small, we have been unsuccessful in securing long-term funding for the orphanage.  This has become our biggest priority.  Without funds, our centre would not be able to stay open and would not be able to house these 21 young girls.  Without the centre, the girls would be left with several depressing options - some returning to the unsafe and unstable home of relatives, some to be married off, and some to the streets.   With funds, the girls will be able to grow up in a healthy environment, surrounded by positive and supportive people, and a future with hope.  With the centre, the girls will be able to receive a primary and secondary education, the possibility to attend a university or college, and the potential to achieve their goals.
 

 

