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AMessagefromthe CEO

At HARAKAT, we have always believed that
Afghanistan’s economic resilience is inseparable
from the active participation of its women. As
we launch this premier edition of Business Week,
we celebrate more than just the completion of a
project; we celebrate the commitment,
innovation, and leadership of Afghan women
who are the true heartbeat of our private sector.

Through the WIN project, implemented in
partnership with UN Women, we have moved
beyond temporary relief toward sustainable
industrial growth. By equipping 45 SMEs with
modern technology and professional branding,
we are witness to a profound transformation:
businesses that once operated at a subsistence
level are now systematic units ready to compete
in national markets.

As the "Common House" of the private sector,
HARAKAT remains a strategic bridge between
entrepreneurs, the government, and the
international community. Our mission is to
ensure that every woman-led business has a
seat at the table through platforms like the
Women'’s Economic Empowerment group and
the Private Sector Forum, another flagship
project.

This magazine is a showcase of that success. It is
a testament to our commitment to transparency,
excellence, and an Afghan-led future. We invite
you to explore these stories of resilience and join
us in building an inclusive economy where merit
and talent drive national prosperity.
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Financial and Input
Constraints

Business sustainability is further undermined by
severe financial and operational constraints.
According to PSRS 3, more than two-thirds of
surveyed firms reported needing loans within the
next six months simply to cover operational costs,
indicating widespread liquidity pressure . At the
same time, firms face increasing difficulty acces-
sing both domestic and imported inputs. More
than half reported challenges obtaining local
inputs due to transportation costs, rising fuel and
electricity prices, and reduced local availability.
Firms dependent on imported materials face
additional barriers, including high international
prices, border closures, payment difficulties, and
changing trade routes, with imports increasingly
shifting toward Pakistan and China. These condi-
tions particularly affect smaller enterprises with
limited reserves and weak market leverage.
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Economic Background

Return Migration and
Labor Markets

Amajor factor influencing Afghanistan’s current
economic context is the unprecedented scale of
return migration. As highlighted in ADU, returnees
contribute to increased demand for goods and
services and add to labor market participation, but
they also intensify pressure on already limited
employment opportunities and local absorption
capacity . Public services, local markets, and com-
munity-level economic systems face growing strain
as more people seek livelihoods in an already
fragile environment. Without stronger policies to
support enterprise development, skill utilization,
and access to finance, the economy is unlikely to

absorb this growing labor supply effectively.




Women's Economic
Participation

Within this fragile economic environment,
women’s participation in the formal economy has
become increasingly constrained. PSRS findings
indicate that half of surveyed firms reported
having no women employees, compared to only
10 percent reporting no men employees.
Women-owned businesses currently employ the
highest number of women, making them one of
the few remaining formal spaces for female econo-
mic participation. However, these businesses
themselves operate under severe market pressure
and limited growth opportunities, reducing their

capacity to absorb more women into employment.

al Economic Costs

men’s Exclusion

on of women'’s participation in formal
ife has created serious economic
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Economic Background

Women and Low-Return
Home-Based Work

Although female labor force participation has
increased numerically, much of this participation
is concentrated in low-income and home-based
production activities rather than formal employ-
ment. Women are increasingly engaged in sectors
such as garment production, food processing, and
other household-based economic activities, often
with weak market linkages and low profitability.
This pattern reflects adaptation to persistent
restrictions and market barriers rather than genui-
ne or meaningful economic inclusion and upward
mobility opportunities for women overall in the

economy today in many contexts globally.
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Interview

Graduated in Public Administration and Public Policy from Balkh
University. | live in Mazar-i-Sharif

Q In your opinion, what is
the biggest challenge for
women entrepreneurs in
starting a business?

A The biggest challenge is
economic weakness. Although
all families face economic
problems, this problem is
greater for women because
most women are not
supported by their families.
The second problem is
competition with men in the
market. The market is
monopolized by men, and we
are forced to sell our products
at lower prices.

Q What practical solutions
could help solve these problems in
your province?

A Harakat-AICFO made a great
contribution to us by providing
machinery, because | had been
forced to sell several of my sewing
machines, and several of my
employees had also become
unemployed during this period
before Eid. But after receiving the
machinery, we were once again able
to increase our production.

Q How can market trust be gained
under the current difficult
conditions?

A By branding my products, |
created a place for myself in the
outskirts of Mazar-i-Sharif, and |
aintained both the market and my
sales. By producing quality products
and delivering them on time, we can
gain greater trust in the market.

Q What helps you produce quality
products and deliver them on
time?

A If we have financial support, if we
can hire more employees, and if we
have standard machines, then we
can achieve high quality and timely
delivery. This is not possible without
the support of organizations,
because our conditions are difficult
both economically and socially.

Q Did social restrictions cause
you to lose important
opportunities for business
growth?

A Yes, because of restrictions on
women's participation in some
exhibitions, we were deprived of
opportunities where we could
have introduced our brand more
widely to people.

Q What solutions have you
found to overcome unfair social
judgments?

A My solution for overcoming
these social challenges is that
recognized and key organizations
can establish a committee in
coordination with ministries and
related departments, so that they
create easier conditions for the
advancement of women
entrepreneurs.

Q What cultural or social
limitations did you face
while establishing your
business?

A The biggest limitation in
our business journey has
been gender discrimination,
because our society is
traditional and women'’s
presence in the market is
more difficult. We cannot
obtain raw materials on
installment or credit, while
this is not a problem for men,
because sellers trust them
more.

Q Have these limitations
prevented your participation in
national markets or exhibitions?

A Because of the high taxes and
the cost of obtaining stronger and
more recognized licenses, | still
cannot participate in international
exhibitions.

Q How has your business
affected the lives of others?

A We have twelve permanent
employees and five contractual
employees. Our sales are only
within Balkh Province. One of our
employees working in sales is male,
while the rest of the employees are
female.

Q What message do you have for
women who do not start working
because they fear limitations?

A My message to other
businesswomen is that they should
not fear difficult conditions, they
should not stop trying for growth,
and they should continue pursuing
future opportunities.

A My message to those who are
afraid of starting a business is that
they should put fear aside, increase
their knowledge by participating in
seminars and gatherings, and then
take action to begin.
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Ashraf Zia
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My name is Ashrafullah Zia. | am from
Nangarhar Province, 49 years old, and married. |
have two wives. | am the person responsible for
Ashraf Zia Honey Packaging and Beekeeping
Company, and my deputy is my wife, Shirbano
Zia. | obtained my business license in 2015. |
have seven children. My business is going well.
When the country became peaceful, we
returned again to Afghanistan in 2017, and we
continued our work here up to now.

Q How useful has Shirbano’s presence beside
you been?

A Shirbano Zia manages fifty percent of my
work, meaning she completely manages the
packaging section that is related to women.
She is illiterate, but she can manage the work
very well.

Q How has your business been useful for the
local community?

A By creating a production and packaging
factory, | have provided work opportunities for
six women, and beekeeping has also provided
work opportunities for two men.

Q Have you so far faced any problems from
government offices such as Amr bil Ma'ruf?

A so far, we have not faced government
problems because we observe the principles,
such as separating work times and work areas,
and we follow the rules of Amr bil Ma'ruf.

Q How useful were the seminars organized
by HARAKAT for you?

A so far, we have not faced government
problems because we observe the principles,
such as separating work times and work areas,
and we follow the rules of Amr bil Ma'ruf.

Q How useful were the seminars organized
by HARAKAT for you?

A After the one-week seminars organized by
Harakat-AICFO, we learned many things such
as CV preparation, pricing, team management,
and other sections that previously we had no
familiarity with at all.

Q Do you use online platforms for marketing?

A Because of the problems that the Mustofiat
administration creates in the sales section, we
do not focus much on online sales.

Q In your opinion, in which business sector
can women be more successful?

A In my opinion, women can progress more in
production sectors because they can even do
this work inside their homes.
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Q If your wife had not been beside you in
advancing this business, would you still
have been successful?

Aif my wife had not been beside me, it would
have been difficult for me, and | would not have
been able to manage the women's team. The
honesty of women in work is also more
acceptable to me. My wife's presence beside me
has made about 80 percent of my work easier.

What is the living situation of the women
who work with you as employees, and do
they have access to health and educational
services?

A All the women who work with me suffer
from economic problems, and after becoming
employed, now their family problems have
decreased, and they have more access to
educational and health services.

Do you give your wife a role in major
business and family decisions?

A | involve my wife in major household and
work decisions, and as the head of the family, |
value and respect her opinions.

What impact has presence in society had
on your wife'’s personal life?

A Being present in the community of business
people has affected my wife's speech and
behavior to the extent of an educated woman,
and it has increased her understanding and
awareness.

What is the biggest challenge your wife
faces?

A The biggest challenge my wife faces is
illiteracy. If she becomes literate and learns
other languages such as English and Dari, her
life will change even more.

What impact has your wife’s illiteracy had
on your work life?

A At present, for attending meetings, | am
forced to send another person together with
my wife, but if she herself can read and write,
then this problem will disappear.

What is your view regarding women?

A A woman can make the man in her life
successful, raise her children properly, and build
her home.

And everyone should make efforts in the
education of their children, especially for
women.

And my request fromm HARAKAT is that they
increase their financial support further.
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Project

|
Enhancing Market Visibility

A critical element of WIN is strengthening women-led enterprises’ connection to the market. Through the
Business Week magazine, participating businesses gain visibility, improve brand recognition, and expand
access to customers and commercial networks. Increased market presence not only supports revenue
generation but also reduces reliance on external borrowing, reinforcing resilience in an environment
where supply chain disruptions and limited financing are widespread.

Expanding Workforce Participation

WIN also addresses the narrowing access to formal employment for women by
preparing them for the labor market: 1

|
Job-Readiness Training: 300 women receive practical skills to'enhancé employability in sectors

where female participation is feasible, such as food processing,tailoring;handicrafts, and small-scale trade. ..

Employment Placements: More than 50 women in each province a dil.rectly placed into

privatesector roles, creating concrete pathways for women to participate f?.r.mally in__the_economy.
= "

This workforce development component mitigates the growing concenfl’a.tlr.qn of women .
in low-income home-based work, helping them engage in more sustainabl@, marketlinked economic
activities. . :_ .

Promoting Inclusive Business Practices’

Beyond enterprise support and workforce readiness, WIN promotes structural change to
normalize women’s economic participation:

Women’s Empowerment Principles (WEPs): Applied in 63 busin€esses to institutionalize
gender-responsive policies, inclusive leadership, and workforce diversity.

National Women'’s Economic Empowerment Forum: Provides a collective‘platform for women
entrepreneurs to raise operational challenges, advocate for policy reforms, and engage in dialogue on
financing, market access, and regulatory barriers.

These interventions not only preserve women'’s employment at the firm level but also
reinforced institutionally, enabling sustainable participation in the.broader economic
recovery

Strategic Impact - O

WIN’s multi-layered approach addresses three interconnected challenges identified in
Afghanistan’s economic context:

1. Declining Female Employment: By supporting women-led enterprises and workforce
readiness, the project preserves and expands formal employment-opportunities.

2. Limited Investment in Women-Owned Businesses: Grants for equipment and raw
materials inject productive capital where formal financing is scarce.
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Eftekhar Carpet
Weaving - Nangarhar

SapnaEftekhar
Timeless carpet art
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How Specialization and Networking
Secure the Economic Future of Women
Entrepreneurs

A New Paradigm for Growth

In the rapidly evolving economic
landscape of the 21st century, traditional
concepts of employment and basic trade
are undergoing a profound
transformation. Merely possessing a skKill
or running a repetitive business activity
no longer guarantees long-term i

financial stability. For entrepreneurs "l urge every girl to learn
nawgatmg structurgl market challgnges, da practical skill ’“
moving from a survival-based business to .

a sustainable enterprise requires a new A alongside her education.
strategic paradigm. This paradigm is built -
on two primary pillars: Deep Specialization
and Strategic Networking. These are not just
tools for increasing revenue; they are defensive
shields against market volatility and the keys to
breaking the glass ceiling of professional success.

" Economic independence
"

Specialization is the art of focusing on a specific niche and
achieving a level of expertise that distinguishes an individual from
the general mass market. In modern economics, this is known as creating
a "Competitive Advantage." For a woman entrepreneur, specialization means moving away
from general services and entering a space where unique value is created.

The Scarcity Effect and Valuation:

According to the fundamental laws of economics, the value of any product or service is
directly linked to its scarcity. An entrepreneur who operates as a "generalist" is always at risk

of being replaced or facing a brutal price war. However, when she specializes in a specific
niche, such as high-quality leather footwear or organic chemical formulations, she becomes
a rare asset. In this state, she is no longer a price-taker; she becomes a Price Maker.

Fatima Pasoon, a young leader in the manufacturing sector, embodies this focus on quality.
She emphasizes that specialized skill is the only way to stand out:

Specialization as Job Security: During economic crises, general laborers are often the first to
be displaced. Deep specialization provides a form of immunity; the cost of replacing a
specialist is far higher than the cost of retaining one. For a factory manager, specialization
means delivering a product that no local competitor can replicate with the same precision
and quality.

— 27
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2. Networking:

If specialization is the engine of an airplane, networking is the runway that allows for
takeoff. Professional networking is not about distributing business cards or having social
media followers; it is about building a chain of relationships based on trust and the
exchange of value between entrepreneurs, suppliers, and buyers.

. Access to Hidden Markets and First-hand Information: Research indicates that over
70% of high-value business contracts and opportunities are never publicly advertised.
These opportunities flow through networked circles. An entrepreneur active in
professional networks hears about policy changes, market shifts, and new buyer
requirements before others do. Hakima Mohammadi, a specialist in the handicrafts
sector, learned the hard way that isolation is a risk. She notes that networking with
multiple partners is a survival strategy:

« Mentorship and Knowledge Transfer: One of the greatest benefits of networking is
access to experienced mentors. A professional network allows an individual to learn
from the tested paths of others, saving both time and financial resources. It allows you
to "stand on the shoulders of giants" to gain a broader view of the future. Lailoma Isha,

an entrepreneur in the digital crafts space, sees her network not just as customers, but

as a community of peers:

"The most important lesson | learned

is that a business should not depend

on a single market or one customer. i* -,

L ———_ T 4
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3. The Synergy:

Real impact occurs when specialization and networking are combined. Specialization
without a network lead to professional isolation—knowledge with no buyer. Conversely, a
network without specialization leads to superficial relationships that lack technical
credibility.

When your specialized expertise is spoken about within a powerful network, your
Personal Brand is born. At this stage, economic opportunities begin to be attracted to you
rather than being chased by you. This is the point where financial stability is maximized
because individual reputation replaces expensive advertising. Rabia Tokhai, who
mManages a clothing production unit, utilizes digital networking to sustain her specialized
work: "We market our specific designs mostly through WhatsApp groups, reaching
customers in different provinces and even recording orders from abroad."

4. Leveraging Modern Tools for Professional
Connectivity

In today's world, geographical borders for
trade have been dissolved by technology.
Using digital platforms and specialized
online professional groups provides
the best environment for networking
without physical restrictions.
Women entrepreneurs can now
connect with horizontal peers
(other business owners) and
vertical influencers (large-scale
buyers) simultaneously, linking
their local value chains to
global possibilities.
. "My greatest achievement is that my
Conclusion:
students have now become artists and
The economic future of women "
entrepreneurs depends on exiting entrepreneurs themselves, standing
the circle of general activities and
entering the arena of professional
mastery. Specialization creates
"Value," while networking provides
"Power." An entrepreneur who is both
a specialist and a networker is no longer
just a spectator in the economy; she is a
player who changes the rules of the game.
Securing a financial future is not about luck;
it is about a conscious investment in the skills
we learn and the hands we reach out to for
collaboration.

beside me in healthy competition."
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BUSINESS WEEK

MAGAZINE

This magazine highlights the achievements of
Afghan businesses across different sectors.

Every business has a story. Every story builds

the economy.
We believe in:

e Entrepreneurship

e Market access

e Economic inclusion

Together, we build a stronger economy.
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