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Mr. Speaker, as we are discussing the future of Canada’s engagement in Afghanistan, I believe it is also important to reflect upon what we have achieved through this engagement until now.
Mr. Speaker, Afghanistan is not the place that it once was. As our Foreign Affairs Committee saw this past summer it is a nation of people with incredible will, courage and resilience.
When Canada first became involved in Afghanistan, it had been under the rule of the Taliban, one of the world’s most repressive and regressive regimes. Poverty, illiteracy and oppression characterized life for all Afghans and the country had become a safe haven for international terrorists. This is the situation that existed nearly ten years ago, and was the starting point from which the accomplishments of Canada and its partners must be assessed. In such circumstances, progress takes time, and setbacks are to be expected.
Nonetheless, progress is being made and Canada has succeeded in making a difference in the lives of Afghans. Our government feels strongly that we must continue to build on what we have achieved so far and maintain our commitment to Afghanistan.
This is something we owe to the thousands of remarkable Canadian men and women who have risked their lives, including the 152 members of the Canadian Forces, the diplomat, the two NGO humanitarian aid workers and the journalist who have made the ultimate sacrifice in Afghanistan.
The objective of Canadians was to help Afghans improve their own security, development and governance, both in Kandahar Province and in Afghanistan as a whole.
No one felt that achieving this objective was going to be free of its obstacles and challenges. But that did not discourage the brave men and women, military and civilians, Canadians and Afghans who gave the best of themselves to this noble goal – to providing measurable improvements to the lives of Afghan citizens.
Thanks to their hard work very significant progress has been achieved with regard to our six priorities and three signature projects.
This progress is compiled every quarter in the government’s Report to Parliament on Canada’s Engagement in Afghanistan. For each of our six priorities and three signature projects, benchmarks and progress indicators have been established.
This gives Parliament and the Canadian public a clear picture of our achievements to date, and of what is left to accomplish in order to achieve our objectives. No other country reports on established benchmarks like we do. Through quarterly reporting, our government ensures an exceptional level of accountability and transparency.
Mr. Speaker, I believe it is important to emphasize how much of our accomplishments are in areas that many Canadians take for granted – access to basic services, to education and health care, for instance. Building schools or providing polio vaccines may not sound like the most groundbreaking achievements to the average citizen of a developed country like Canada.
Nevertheless, for an Afghan child, it may make the difference between a life of poverty and a life of opportunity, or even between life itself and death. This, Mr. Speaker, is what I hope my fellow parliamentarians and my fellow Canadians keep in mind when they reflect on Canada’s contribution in Afghanistan.
Let me now speak about some of our accomplishments in further details.
Recognizing that Afghans need to build their own capacity to ensure their own security, Canada has worked tirelessly to enable the Afghan National Security Forces in Kandahar to sustain a more secure environment and promote law and order.
To this end, we are training, mentoring and equipping the Afghan National Army and Police; building capacity in administration and logistical support; and carrying out complementary initiatives in the justice and correctional systems.
With the rule of law comes the ability for citizens to defend and exercise their fundamental rights. Promoting and protecting human rights, including women’s rights, is a core element of Canada’s engagement in Afghanistan.
Canada consistently raises human rights issues such as freedom of expression, free speech, gender equality and freedom of the media with the Government of Afghanistan. We also provide support to build Afghan capacity to ensure their laws are in accordance with their constitution and their international human rights obligations, and to enable justice sector reform.
While we acknowledge that this is a long-term process, we have seen substantial improvements in this area since the beginning of our engagement in the country.
For instance, women, who had virtually no rights merely ten years ago, now represent over a quarter of Afghan Parliamentarians and are taking a more active part in the country’s political and economic development. Most importantly perhaps, girls now represent a third of schoolchildren – compared with none in 2001 – ensuring a better life and better opportunities for future generations.

Canada is also fully conscious of the importance of regional dynamics and the need for increased regional cooperation in order to help Afghanistan become a more stable and prosperous country.
With this in mind, since November 2007, Canada has facilitated a series of workshops to enhance mutual understanding and confidence between Pakistani and Afghan officials, which will allow them to undertake targeted joint border management projects.
This effort, known as the Dubai Process, brings together border officials to promote cooperation with regard to customs, movement of people, counter-narcotics and law enforcement. The most recent Dubai Process meetings held in April, July and November 2010 were highly productive.

And these, Mr. Speaker, are just a few examples of progress. I would like to conclude by saying that to Afghans, Canadian accomplishments are more than just numbers and quarterly reports. For many Afghans, this partnership with Canada and the progress we have achieved together, means real opportunities, as well as hope for a better future.
We can be proud of what we have achieved, but we must remain aware that our work is not yet complete. I sincerely believe, Mr. Speaker,that as history has proven time and time again, Canadians do not shy away from challenges, nor do we back down when faced with difficulties. We must continue to look at the bigger picture and maintain our commitment to the people of Afghanistan.
After all with our experience through blood and hard work and the admiration and trust of the Afghan, it is the best legacy we can leave. The Bloc motion fails to recognize that.
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