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In recent decades, most countries of Asia and the Pacific have made substanti~
gains in dosing gender gaps and equalizing opportunities. for women andgirls:
however, the gains have been extremely
uneven, and considerable
workremains
to be done to overcome entrenched gender biases and gender-based deprivations.
In many countries, serious gender gaps persist' in access to secondary andtertiary
education, quality health care, employment and business opportunities, political
participation, personal security, and access to ju tice. The recent food, fuel,and
economic crises, as well as looming climate effects, have further complicated
government
efforts to make progress on the Millennium DevelopmentGools
(MDGs), including those related to gender equality, women's empowennent,and
women's health.
At the same time, there is increasing understanding that equalitybetween
women and men is not only essential to a fair and just ociery but is alsocritically
important to the well-being and prosperity of households, communities,and
economies in the region. Recent studies also underscore the importanceofncleie
public policies, backed by sustained resources and reinforced by broadcoalitions
of women's organizations and other civil society advocates, to movethegender
equality agenda forward. This chapter first discusses the interrelationshipbetstee
gender equality and inclusive development,
especially as reflected in theMDGs.
The chapter then reviews recent trends and challenges related to genderequality,
women's empowerment, and women's health in Asia and the Pacific.Finally,
the
chapter considers possible pathways to greater gender equality in the region,

Gender, development, and the Millennium Development Goals
Equality between women and men is a matter of fundamental rishts and social
justice, and this is recognized widely across Asia and the Pacifi~. Virtually
all
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countries in the region are parties to the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), and equality between the
sexesis expressly guaranteed in many constitutions and statutes. Gender equalityandthe empowennent of women to fully participate in social, economic, and pol iticallife - is in itself an important public policy and development outcome and
is reflected in Asian countries' national development plans and in their specific
policiesand action plans for the advancement of women.
In addition to these intrinsic benefits, a large number of cross-country and
country-specific srudies have confirmed the instrumental
benefits of gender
equality for the general well-being of households, communities, and societies
(United Nations Development Programme [UNDPj 20 I0; Ward et al. 2010;
World Bank 2011). Several studies have estimated the substantial costs of
gender inequality in terms of greater population growth; children's mortality,
poor health, and lower school performance; less-efficient allocation of household
resources; lower economic growth; and higher levels of corruption. For example.
Abu-Ghaida and Klasen (2004) estimated some of the costs to countries of not
achieving gender parity in primary and secondary education by 2015, including
up to 0.6 additional children per women, up to 32 additional child deaths (per
1,000Livebirths) annually, and an average 2.5 percentage points higher prevalence
of underweight children. Other studies have estimated the development benefits
of gender equality. The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) (2011), for
example, estimated that more equal access to productive resources for female
fanners could raise agricultural output in developing countries by 2.5% to 4%,
which in turn could reduce global hunger by 12% to 17%.
Although gender equality is positively correlated with a number of development
outcomes, the relationship between gender equality and economic growth is
complex, and the relationsh.ip can run in both directions (World Bank 2011). The
effectof gender equality (or inequality) on growth can depend on which measure
of gender equality/inequality is used, the time frame studied, and other factors
(Berik, Rodgers, and Seguino 2009; World Bank 2011). For example, Klasen and
Lamanna (2009)estimated that the larger gender gaps in education and labor force
participationin South Asia compared with East Asia have contributed over time to
up to 1.4percentage points lower than annual growth rates in South Asia; however,
other studies have found that women's lower wages in export industries have
helpedto keep production costs low and stimulate exports in export-led economies
(Berik, Rodgers, and Seguino 2009).
If we consider instead the effect of economic growth on gender equality, we
could expect an expanding economy to provide increased resources to improve
basic services and generate employment, with potential benefits for women and
girls in terms of enhanced capabilities and opportunities;
however, pervasive
gender biases and stereotypes can weaken or negate these anticipated benefits.
and increases in cash income and access to technology can even have perverse
gendereffects. Perhaps the most dramatic example of gender inequity in the midst
of rapid economic growth in Asia is the phenomenon of girls "missing" at birth in
the People's Republic of China (PRe) and India. In both countries, improvements
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in basic health care have substantiaIJy improved life expectancy for bothwomen
and men; however, a strong traditional preference for sons .. comb~nedwith more
accessible and affordable ultrasound tecnnology, has led to l~c.reaSl?g instances of
antenatal sex selection. In 2008 alone, an estimated 1.35 million girls weremiss·
ina at birth in these two dynam.ic economies, representing 95% of all girlsmissing
atbirth worldwide in that year (World Bank 2011). For similar reasons, VietNam,
another vi brant economy. is also experiencing skewed sex ratios at birth,with the
largest distortions in the top income quintiJes (United Nations Viet Namn.d.).Ec<r
nomic growth clearly is not a sufficient condition for increasing genderequality.
Changes in gender norms - as reflected in laws and government policies, markets, media, community and household practices, and other institutions-arealso
essential (UNOP2010; World Bank 2011).
Despite
countries'
formal commitments
to gender equality, and the
demonstrated benefits to societies and economies, gender discrimination remains
pervasive throughout Asia and the Paci fie. There have been general advances
in
several areas, including women's life expectancy, basic education andliteracy,
and economic activity. Women's organizations and movements in the regionhave
been creative and resourceful in promoting women's empowerment
throughgrassroots initiatives and law and policy changes, and were a major presenceatthe
Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995; however, gendergaps
persist in access to education and quality health care, employment andbusiness
opportunities, political participation
and decision making. personal security,and
access to justice, and there are significant variations across and within countries,
The United Nations (UN) Millennium
Declaration, endorsed by theworld's
governments
in September 2000, committed to addressing gender inequities
in
several areas in order to reduce poverty, hunger, and disease and to promolemore
sustainable development. It also included time-bound targets to achieveequal
access at all levels of education, to reduce maternal mortality by three-quarters,
to combat all forms of violence against women, and to implement CEDAW. The
MOOs that were subsequently developed to implement the Millennium Deelsranon capture most of these commitments
but have been widely criticizedfortheir
naITo:, approach to gender issues. In particular, the only target for thegender
equaltty goal (00aI3) relates to education, although the indicators forGoal J also
cover employment and national decision making. In addition, the gender-related
health goal (Goal 5) is limited to maternal health, and the original targetrocused
only.on maternal mortality, although a second target, for universal accesstoreprtr
ductive health, was added in 2007. In the original MOOs, only two othergoalsGoal 2 on education and Goal 6 on HIV/AIDS and other diseases - included
gend.er-specific or sex-disaggregated
indicators althoush revisions madein 2007
specify. th a t a \I. indircators should be sex disaggregated
'
0
as far as possible.There
are still. no goals- or targe t s correspondmg.
00
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to the on sinal MIHenmurn
Dec IaraIOn
commitments to combat VIC
. Ience against
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women and to i.mplement CEDAtl,
In recent. years, there have been a number of efforts to developmore
comprehensive
measures of progress
on zender equality and \Vomen's
empowerment' , me Iu di109 the expansion
0
•
and refinement
of individual indICator.;
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and the development of new indexes such as the UNDP's new Gender Inequality
Index(Gaye et al. 20 I0; Grown 2008). These measures typically try to capture the
multipledimensions of equality - for example, in terms of capabilities, economic
opportunities,decision making, security, and rights. Developing satisfactory measures of women's empowerment has been especially challenging, in part because
of the different understandings of "empowerment."?
Despite their limitations, the gender-related MDGs continue to be tracked and
reponed on by most developing countries, including those in Asia and the Pacific.
There is widespread agreement, however, that Goals 3 and 5 need to be broadly
interpretedwithin the much broader frameworks ofCEDAW and the Beijing Platform for Action - the outcome document from the Fourth World Conference
on Women] Indeed, the World Summit in 2005 and the MDG Summit in 20 I 0
both endorsed this broader view of gender equality, women's empowerment, and
women's health.
At the same time, the gender dimensions of all of the other MDGs need to
be recognized and monitored (United Nations Development Fund for Women
[UNlFEM]2004). As the UN Millennium Project and others have pointed out, the
MDGs are interdependent. Countries are unlikely to make meaningful progress
in reducing poverty, improving children's access to education and quality health
care,reducing the burden of infectious diseases, or improving access to safe water
and improvedsanitation unless they take into account the different vulnerabilities
of poor womenand men and the sociocultural and other conditions that limit poor
women'sand girls' access to basic services.
Encouragingly, several countries in Asia and the Pacific have localized the
MDGs, including Goals 3 and 5, to better reflect the progress they have already
madeInseveralareas and the more ambitious targets they have set in their national
developmentplans (Asian Development Bank [ADB], UNDP, and Economic and
SocialCommission for Asia and the Pacific [ESCAP] 2006). Some countries also
have been tracking subnational progress by caste/ethnicity, as well as by sex,
(0 better capture the variations
across different segments of their populations.
Thailand, for example, has established more ambitious national and provincial
MDG+ targets(Government of Thailand 2009).
The following section discusses trends in Asia and the Pacific related to the
gender-specificMDGs - Goals 3 and 5 - but within the broader framework of

In the development context, women's empowerment is commonly understood to mean the ability
10make strategic choices and decisions (Kabeer 2005). Even assuming agreement on this general
definition,differences still exist as to whether women's empowerment
should be viewed as a process
or an outcome, as an individual or a collective change, as something that must be initiated from within
or that can be catalyzed from outside, as a general shift or one limited to a particular domain such
as economics or politics, and as a universal phenomenon or one that is context specific (Eyben and
Napier-Moore2009; Golla et al. 2011; Pathways of Women's Empowerment
2012; Schuler, [slam,
and Rcttach 2010).
l The Beijing Platform Outlined twelve critical areas of concern, including
poverty, education, health,
Violence,armed conflict, economy, power and decision making, human rights, media, environment,
2

andthe particular needs and vulnerabilities

of girls.
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gender issues outlined in the World Summit and MDG Summit, and as discussed
in recent MDG progress reports and other reports from the regron,

Regional trends and challenges
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The region's
overall performance
in promoting gender equality, women's
empowerment,
and women's health, as indicated by Goals 3 and 5, hasbeen
mixed. This is reflected most clearly in the tracking analysis undertaken forthe
latest regional MDG progress report (ESCAP, ADS, and UNDP 2012),which
found that most countries are early achievers or on track in narrowinggender
gaps in educational enrollments (Goal 3, Target 3a); however, most countries are
making slow progress and therefore are off track in reducing maternal mortality
and providing universal access to reproductive health (Goal 5, Targets 5aandib).
When all of the indicators for Goal 3 are considered - including non-agriculture
wage employment and representation in national parliaments - the pictureiseven
more mixed. Moreover, even on-track national indicators mask wide disparities
between urban and rural areas, with the least progress found in remoterural
and conflict-affected areas, and among disadvantaged ethnic minority groupsand
castes, internally displaced people, and migrants.
Drawing conclusions about a region's or a country's progress on genderequality and women's empowerment based solely on the MDG 3 target - eliminating
gender disparities in education - is highly problematic. Although equalaccess
to quality education is a key component
of Goal 3, it is not in itself an adequate indicator of gender equality or women's empowerment. Countries suchas
the Maldives and Sri Lanka have achieved close to gender parity in educational
enrollments (or higher enrollment of girls than boys), but this has not translated
into high levels of economic and political participation for women. Anyassessment of progress under Goal 3 should, at a minimum, take into account allofthe
Goal 3 indicators as well as the GoalS indicators, together with their methodological limitations. In their own assessments of progress on Goal 3, manyAsian
countries have gone farther and have considered women's access to landand
credit; gender segregation and gender wage gaps in employment; increasesin
women's informal sector work and migration; increasing HIV infectionsamong
women; the prevalence of trafficking, domestic violence, and other formsofviole~ce against women; the lingering effects of the food, fuel, and global economic
cnses; and emerging effects of climate change. AU of these considerationsare
relevant.

Education
The b~~~fits of education are widely understood in terms of expanding individual
capabilities and opportunities, and numerous studies document the spillover
benefits of educan mg gir
. IS, WhiICh translate to later posiuve
..
",.,Ui
effects on theheaJ
a~d education of their children. Secondary and hizher levels of educationprovide the . highest
0
_
re t urns for women ' s empowerment
in terms of employment
opporturuuas and effect on age of marriage, fertility, and health as wellasthe
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health and education of their children, especially girls (UN Millennium Project
2005a).Therefore, achieving gender equality in education is a major focus of the
MDGs. Indeed, eliminating gender disparity in education is the only time-bound
target for Goal 3, and also is the earliest target for any of the MDGs. (Gender
parity in elementary and secondary education should have been reached by 2005,
with gender parity at all levels by 20 IS.)
With a few exceptions, countries in Asia and the Pacific have already achieved
gender parity - or a reverse gender gap favoring girls - in enrollments at
the primary and secondary levels, and a substantial number of countries have
reached parity or reversed the gap at the tertiary level. At the primary level,
only Afghanistan, NepaJ, Pakistan, and Papua New Guinea are off track, with
Afghanistan having the lowest ratio (0.67). These countries, together with
Cambodia, India, the Lao People's Democratic Republic (Lao PDR), and the
Solomon Islands, are also off track at the secondary level, and Afghanistan again
has the lowest ratio (0.49). The regional variation in enrollment ratios at the tertiary level is much wider, ranging from a low of 0.24 for Afghanistan to a high
of 2.40 for the Maldives. A much larger number of countries are off track at this
level,including Bangladesh, Bhutan, the Republic of Korea, Sri Lanka, Tajikistan,
Timor-Leste, Uzbekistan, Viet Narn, and Vanuatu; however, an equally large
number of countries have more women than men enrolled in tertiary education
(ESCAP,ADB, and UNDP 2012).
Although these results are very encouraging, they must be interpreted with
caution. In countries that have recently closed the gender gap in enrollment,
there remain large numbers of women who have never attended school and are
functionally illiterate. More than half of all women in Nepal ages 15 to 49
have never attended school, and 70% of the PRe's illiterate adults are women
(Governmentof the PRC 20 I0; Government of Nepal 20 to). Even in countries
thathave achievedparity at a national level, gender gaps persist in rural and remote
areas and in poor and marginalized communities. Despite progress, the Lao PDR
hasseen the gender gap persist in rural areas, in the highlands and poorest districts,
and among non-Lao- Thai ethnic groups, and the gender gap has actually widened
at higher levels of schooling (Government of the Lao PDR 2009). The PRC has
achievedgenderparity at all levels but is facing challenges in reaching the children
of internal migrant workers (Government of the PRC 20 I 0).
Enrollment ratios also do not reflect the level of girls' and boys' enrollments, nor their levels of attendance and completion, which are often much
lower. Achieving gender parity in enrollments under Goal 3 is obviously less
meaningful if tbe enrollment levels for both girls and boys are low, or if large
numbers of girls are dropping out of school or not continuing to the next level.
Some countries with large gender gaps in primary and secondary enrollments
also have low net enrollment rates and even lower completion rates for girls. In
Pakistan, for example, only 60% of girls are enrolled at the primary level, and
a smaller percentage of girls complete primary school, with only 29% of girls
enrollingin secondary school (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organizalion[UNESCO] 20 II).
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Low enrollment and completion rates are especially dramali~ at.lhesecondary
dinz to avai lable data more than three-quarters of girls In
Afghanisian
.
Ieve.I A ccor 1 0· '
and about two-thirds of girls in Cambodia, the Lao PDR, Pakistan, andthe
Solomon Islands are not enrolled in secondary school. Even countnes thathave
reached gender parity or have reversed gender gaps III pnmary and secondary
enrollments nevertheless have low enrollment and/or completion ratesforgirls.
The Marshall Islands, which has achieved gender parity in enrollmentat all
levels, has a lower primary enrollment
rate for girls (80%) than the LaoPDR,
and its secondary enrollment rate for girls (54%) is also low. Bangladesh
has
been extremely
successful in closing the gender gap in primary and secondary
enrollments and in raising primary enrollment levels for both girls andboys,but
only 63% of its girls complete primary school and only 43% continue to secondary
school, with even lower levels for boys (UNESCO 20 II).
For many countries in the region, the unfinished agenda on educationincludr5
reaching the girls (and boys) still out of school, whether because of theirremote
location, poverty, migrant status, disability, or other form of marginalization.
For countries that have rapidly increased girls' primary and secondaryschool
enrollments, the further challenge is to improve the educational experienceforgirls
and to address the factors that sri II lead large numbers of them to drop out.especiallj
between the lower secondary and upper secondary levels. This will reqairegreaer
attention to the recruitment of female teachers, the quality of teacher trainingand
supervision (including training on gender-inclusive teaching styles), therevision
of
textbooks and teaching materials that perpetuate gender stereotypes, andtheencouragementof girls to consider a wider range offuture occupations. Social pressurefor
early marriage still prevails, especially in the rural areas of everal Asiancountries,
and this calls for special efforts to persuade community leaders and parentsofthe
benefits of continued education for adolescent girls. Education policiesandregulations also may prohibit married adolescents from attending secondaryschool.
These policies and regulations must be reexamined.
As noted, several countries in the region have achieved reverse gendergapsin
enrollment at the tertiary level; however, even in these countries, MDGprogress
reports note strong patterns of gender tracking in the selection of coursesat
the tertiary level, with women concentrating
in education and health courses
and . men predominating in science and enzineerinz
This sender trackinsatthe
0
- 0',::>
.:0
tertiary lev~1 only perpetuates and reinforces the gender segregation andgender
wage gaps 111 the workplace, discussed next. The unfinished azenda on education.
therefore, als.o involves proactive strategies to encourage mo~e young women10
purs~e technical and professional training in male-dominated
fields wheremere
are higher economic returns.
Emp[oYlnent

Women's participation 111 wage employmem can provide independent income,
autonomy, and status within the family. A number of studies also have
demonstrated that women are more likely than men to spend their incomeon
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basic household expenses such as food, education, and health care, and therefore
women's paid employment can provide substantial benefits to households and
childrenin particular (UN Millennium Project 2005a). For these reasons, women's
representationin non-agriculture wage employment was included as an indicator
of progress on Goal 3.
However, the limitations of this indicator must be borne in mind. First, it
excludes the vast majority of women in developing countries who are agricultural
workers,unpaid family workers, or self-employed. In Asia, for example, 48% of
working women are in agriculture and 68% of working women are unpaid family
workers(includiug workers on family farms) or are self-employed (International
Labour Organization [ILO] and ADB 2011). Second, the indicator provides no
information about the sectors in which women are working, their wages or level
of responsibility relative to men, or their working conditions. Finally, the indicatordoes not capture the unpaid household work that most women continue to do
in addition to their income-generating
activities, Nevertheless, data on women's
paid work outside of agriculture provide an indication of the changes in women's
economic activities in the region.
The share of women in non-agriculture wage employment worldwide increased
from35% in 1990 to abnut 40% in 2009, although the trend slowed in 2008-2009
due to the global economic crisis. In Asia and the Paci fie, the greatest increase
has been in South Asia, though less than 20% of South Asian women were in
wage employment by 2009. The female wage employment rates are much higher
in North and Central Asia (45%), East Asia (42%), Southeast Asia (38%), and
the Pacific (36%), although these reflect only modest increases from 1990 levels
(United Nations 2011). These subregional rates also mask wide variations among
countries. In South Asia, for example, female wage employment rates range from
14%in Nepal to 31 % in Sri Lanka. Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bangladesh, Fiji, the
KyrgyzRepublic, the Maldives, and Tajikistan also have seen recent declines in
female wage employment, with the sharpest drop in the Maldives (from 41 % in
2000to 30% in 2008) (United Nations 2012).
It is aJso important to consider the sectors where women are working, their
wages and levels of responsibility
relative to men, and their working conditions.
As noted, 48% of Asian working women are in agriculture, with the rest in
services(34%) and industry (18%) (!LO and ADB 2011); however, across all of
these sectors, more than two-thirds of working women are either unpaid family
workersor self-employed (both classified by the !LO as vulnerable employment).
Only 30% of working women are wage or salary workers, and only I % of
working women own businesses with paid employees. Within industry and service
sectors, Asian women are also hampered by strong patterns of horizontal gender
segregation in employment (with women concentrated in low-paying subsectors
such as garment manufacturing,
education, and health) as well as by vertical
gender segregation (with most women in lower-level jobs or self-employed and
relativelyfew at management levels).
These patterns in female wage employment reflect domestic social norms
withincountries, which continue to limit women's economic opportunities despite
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sains in women's education. These structural factors help to explain thegender
waze gaps in virtually all countries in the region, but there are also perssten; w:o-e craps between women and men in similar trades and professions. In
Bangladesh: for example, women earn only 50% of men's wages forsimilar
work, whereas women in Mongolia earn 80% of men's wages (ESCAP, ADB,and
UNDP 2010. Significant pay gaps also extend to the informal economy,where
women predominate in lower-paying domestic work, street vending, andcasual or
piece-rate work for labor-intensive manufacruring chains.

The global
on Asian
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economic crisis appears

women,

particularly

when

to have had a disproportionate impact
considering Lhe ripple

effects on infor-

mal sector workers and households and longer-term structural changesinAsian
economies (lLO and ADB 2011). The immediate effects of tbe 2008 crisisin
Asia included layoffs and reduced work hours in labor-intensive exportindustries,
construction, and tourism. Although men were disproportionately affectedby layoffs in construction and heavy manufacturing, women suffered disproponionately
from layoffs in the garment sector and other light manufacturing. Theseincluded
over 20,000 jobs lost in Philippine export-processing zones and 30,000 gannent
industry jobs lost in Cambodia and Sri Lanka (UNDP 20 I 0). There wereeven
more profound effects on informal sector workers because casual andpiece-rate
workers were the first to be laid off by manufacturing chains and many"regular"
factory jobs were converted to temporary or casual jobs. As retrenched formal
sector workers took up piecework, street vending, and other informal jobs in some
countries, competition among informal workers was heightened (Hom 2010). Al
the same time, women, as primary caregivers, shouldered much of the effect of the
crisis on households, taking on a'dditional work, selling assets, or foregoinghenlth
care to pay school fees and other household expenses and dealing with increased
domestic tension and violence.
It is worrying that, as Asian economies have rebounded, wage employment
seems to be contracting in several countries - by 9% in the Philippines andclose
to 8% in Sri Lanka - and unemployment rates for women are falling muchmore
slowly than for men (ILO and ADB 20 I I). These trends are confirmed byseveral
recent. MDG progress reports that document drops in women's wage employment, including reports from the Government of Armenia (2010), the Government
of Bangladesh (2009), the Government
of Fiji (2010), the Government of the
Maldives (20 I0), the Government of Tuvalu (2011), the Government of Vanunm
(20 I0), and UNDP Kyrgyzstan (20 I 0). The latest Government of Sri Lanka(2010)
r~port a.lso notes that the unemployment rate for educated women is now three
times higher than the rate for educated
men. The shrinkaze of fonnal sector
waze
employme
t
d
i
.
.:>.
e:>
n an mcreasing employer reliance on temporary
and part-ume
workers are problematic for the "decent work" agenda underlying MDG I, Iarget 1 b (achieve full and productive employment and decent work for all) becanse
this also reduces the number of secure jobs that carry health pension andother
benefits . It is. parn
,
I ICUIarlv
y rroubli
trou ling for female workers. who' are alreadyoverrepresented
111 the info
1
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rma sector. This trend underscores the urgent needlor
more active and ::;,
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the strengtheningand expansion of social protection schemes to include informal
sectorand migrant workers.

Politicalparticipation
Participationin public decision making is considered another important indicator
of women's empowerment, both individually and collectively, as well as being
essential to social justice and meaningful democracy. Women's participation in
elected bodies also has been linked to improvements in the implementation of
governmentprograms and reduced levels of corruption (UN Millennium Project
2005a). In Incal government, the presence of more female elected officials has
led to greater participation by local women in village meetings, greater alignment of public expenditures with women's preferences. increased reporting and
prosecution of crimes against women, and the expansion of girls' aspirations
to challenge traditional norms in their own lives (World Bank 2011). Women's
opportunities to influence public decision making are considered greater at the
local level but are difficult to monitor across countries because of limited data.
Therefore, women's representation in national parliament, for which data are generally availahle, has been included as a proxy for women's political participation
underGoal 3. Women's presence in national parliaments does not guarantee that
they will be able to influence national policy. Nevertheless, this measure provides
some indication of a political system's openness to women's voices.
No target was established for this indicator under Goal 3, but governments did
commit, in the Beijing Platform for Action, to aim for gender balance in all government bodies, building on an initial target of 300/0 women's participation set
earlier by the UN Economic and Social Council. With respect to women's participation in national parliaments, the world as a whole is clearly off target at about
20%, but at the end of 20 I I Asia (at about 18%) and the Pacific (at about 12%)
wereeven farther behind (Inter-Parliamentary Union 20 Il).1f Australia and New
Zealand are excluded, the representation of women in Pacific parliaments drops
sharplyto about 3%, which is the lowest regional average in the world. In contrast,
onlyone Asian country, Nepal, exceeds the global target - over 33% of its national
parliamentare women. Timor-Leste has almost reached the target, with slightly
over 29%, followed by Afghanistan, with almost 28%. Other Asian countries
thathave met or exceeded 20% representation include Bangladesh, Cambodia, the
PRC, the Kyrgyz Republic, the Lao PDR, Pakistan, the Philippines, Uzbekistan,
and Viet Nam. At the other end of the spectrum, four Pacific countries (Federated
Statesof Micronesia, Nauru, Palau, and the Solomon Islands) have no women parliamentariansat all, and the Marshall Islands, Papua New Guinea, Tonga, Tuvalu,
and Vanuatuhave only one each.
The Asian countries with the highest rates of women's representation in national
parliamentstend to be countries that have introduced gender quotas for party
listsor reserve seats For women (including Afghanistan, Bangladesh, the Kyrgyz
Republic, Nepal, Pakistan, and Uzbekistan) or one-party states (including the
PRC,the LaoPDR, and Viet Nam). The success in Cambodia, the Philippines, and
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Timor-Leste. however, seems mainly due to the grassroots advocacy of women's
organizations in partnership with national ministries of gender or women's affairs.
Notably, the three countries with the highest female representation in national
parliaments _ Afghanistan, Nepal, and Timor-Leste - are all conflict-affected or
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About one-third of countries in ASIa and the Pacific have some form ofgender
quota for political participation,
resulting in an average female representation rate
of more than 20%, compared with an average of about 14% for countrieswilhout quotas (UNDP 2010). These include several Central Asian countries thathad
removed Soviet-era quotas in the 19908 but reintroduced them in recent yearsafter
seeing women's representation in national parliaments plummet to as low as1%
(in the Kyrgyz Republic). Women's representation in these countries, however,
is still well below Soviet-era levels. Even in countries with relatively highlevels of women's representation, female parliamentarians tend to be excludedfrom
the most powerful committees and are channeled mainly into committees dealing
with social sectors and women's and children's affairs. In Asia and the Pacific,
women also hold an extremely low percentage of ministerial posts, even onsocial
and cultural affairs, compared with other regions. For example, women headonly
about 2% of infrastructure ministries in the region, compared with 10% inAfrica
and about 21 % in Latin America and the Caribbean. Women head only about lJ%
of social and cultural ministries in the region, compared with about 50% inAfrica
and higher percentages in other regions (UNDP 201 0).
Women's representation in locally elected bodies is similarly varied, butcrosscountry comparisons are more difficult because of the heterogeneity of subnational
governance systems in Asia and the Pacific. Based on available data, UnitedCities
and Local Governments Asia-Pacific et aJ. (20 I0) estimated that the averagerepresentation of women in subnational governments in the region ranges from37%
in India to less than I% in Tonga. As is true nationally, countries with gender
quotas or reserved seats for women locally (including Afghanistan, Bangladesh,
India, and Pakistan) tend to have the highest local participation rates; however,
even without formal quotas, women in Cambodia, the PRe, indonesia, Mongolia,
the Philippines,
and Viet Nam are active in one or more levels of lac a}Government,
.
0
and 111 some cases this extends to leadership positions in local government. Recent
MDG progress reports also document women's increasing presence in localgovernment. For example, 30% of village chiefs in Cambodia and 33% of regional
representative councilors in Indonesia are women.
Women's representation in civil service also varies widely across the region.
In Bangladesh, Nepal, and Pakistan, for example, women in the recent pastrepresented .Iess than 10% of civil servants, compared with over 50% in Malaysia,
the Maldives, the Philippines, Thailand, and Tuvalu. Women generally holdmuch
s~aller percentages ~f executive positions in government. In Thailand, forex~p e, only 22% of seniOr government positions are held by women comparedWith
more than 60% 10 the civil service generally (Government of Thailand 2009).
At the high end, women in Malaysia,
Mongolia, and the Philippines hold
one-third - or more - of seni
"1 service
. positions.
..
ntor ClV}

Gender equality and women's empowermeni

165

Health
Women's health is an essential capability and also is closely linked to the
well-being of children and other family members. Despite substantial investments
in health interventions by governments, donors, and nongovernment organizations, women in many countries across Asia and the Pacific continue to suffer high
rates of death or disability associated with childbirth, respiratory and water-borne
diseases, malnutrition and anemia, and increasing rates of HlV infection. The
MDGs take a fragmented approach to women's health, with the main focus being
on maternal health (Goal 5). Most of the other goals implicitly support women's
andgirls' health, including Goal I (eradicate extreme poverty and hunger), Goal 4
(reducechild mortality), Goal 6 (combat HIV/AlDS, malaria, and other diseases),
andGoal 7 (ensure environmental sustainability, including access to safe drinking
waterand sanitation). Conspicuously
absent from the original MDGs was any goal
ortargetdirectly addressing women's sexual and reproductive health, although this
is a core element of women's general health and also is critical to women's control
over their own lives. In response to recommendations from the UN MiLlennium
Project and others, a second target was added to Goal 5 in 2007 - to achieve
universalaccess to reproductive health.
A life-cycle approach would seem to be a more useful lens through which to
reviewtrendsin girls' and women's health, and this is the approach taken in recent
reports on the MDGs and gender equality (UNDP 2010; World Bank 2011). In
particular,the World Development Report 2012 (World Bank 2011) analyzes the
problemof missing women and girls worldwide across the life cycle, and identifies the different factors that are driving the excess deatbs of girls and women in
many developing countries at different life stages - at birth, in infancy and early
childhood,and during their reproductive years. Because the health-related MDGs
are discussed in detail in other chapters, this section will briefly review recent
trendsrelated to reducing excess female mortality in Asia and the Pacific.
The phenomenon of missing girls at birth, most likely due to antenatal selection,
is a particularlyserious problem in the PRC and India, and to a lesser extent in
Armenia,Azerbaijan, Viet Nam, and a few other Asian countries. By one estimate,
over 1.4 million girls worldwide were missing at birth in 2008; 1.35 million of
these were missing in Asia, with the vast majority missing in the PRC and India
(WorldBank 2011). Rooted in persistent norms of preference for sons, the rate
of sex-selective abortions in these countries has been accelerated by the spread
of affordableultrasound technology. Both the PRe and Indian governments have
introducedvarious programs to criminalize the use of ultrasound for sex selection
andto provide incentives for parents to have girls, but this has not yet had a major
effect Onsex ratios at birth. However, the positive experience of the Republic of
Koreain raising the status of girls and reducing sex selection practices provides
hope that similar progress can be made in the PRe, India, and other countries.
The problem of missing girls in infancy and early childhood is also significant
in Asia and the Pacific and is reflected in skewed girl-to-boy mortality ratios for
childrenunder age 5. On the basis of biological factors, the ratio of girls' to boys'
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deaths would ordinarily be much less than I, but several countries in theregion

have ratios higher than I, including the PRC (1.41), India (1.10), Pakistan(1.08),
and Federated States of Micronesia, Nepal, and Tonga (1.07 each) (ESCAP,ADB,
and UNDP 2011). Of an estimated 617,000 missing girls under age 5 in 2008,
more than 400,000 were missing in Asia (World Bank 2011). Strong pauemsnf
son preference and neglect of young girls are often cited to explain girls'higher
mortality rates in these countries; however, the World Development Repon 2012
suggests that developing countries' higher female mortality rates in earlychildhood are more likely the resull of the high incidence of infectious diseasesrelated
to lack of clean water, sanitation, and drainage. In support, the report

",~It
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lill.

notes

that

excess female mortality among infants and young children in Bangladesh,the
PRe and Viet Nam has been declining
as those countries have improved access
to clean water and better sanitation. Historical evidence of similar experience in
developed countries provides additional support. This further highlights thestrong
linkages among the MDGs - in this case, among Goal 3, 00al4 (reduce childmortality), and Goal 7 (ensure environmental
sustainabiliry, including access to safe
drinking water and sanitation),

""
:1

Excess mortality and health-related disabilities among women of reproductive
age also persist in Asia and the Pacific. An estimated 140,000 women in the
region died in 2008 from complications
associated with pregnancy and childbirth
(ESCAP, ADB, and UNDP 2012). Moreover, for every maternal death, it is estimated that 30 to 50 additional women suffer debilitating complications frorn pregnancy or childbirth (UN Millennium Project 2005b). This translates to between
420,000 and 700,000 women suffering pregnancy or birth-related complicatinns
in Asia and the Pacific each year. These sobering figures explain the strongMDG
focus on maternal health under revised Goa.IS, including not only the reduction of
maternal mortality
but also the expansion of access to reproductive health care.
Because the direct tracking of maternal

deaths is fraught with methodological

problems, the expanded indicators under revised GoalS provide a fuller picturenf
reproductive health conditions in a particular country, including the contraceptive
prevalence rate, the unmet need for family

proportion of births attended by skilled
and the maternal

mortality ratio. Not

planning, antenatal care coverage, the

health personnel, the adolescent hirthrnte,
surprisingly, low maternal mortality ratios

are highly correlated with high rates of antenatal care and skilled health personae'
at birth, the use of contraceptives for birth spacing, and a low rate of adolescent
births (which are generally riskier).
As noted, ESCAP, ADB, and UNDP (2012) have predicted that Asia andthe
Pacific as a whole will not meet the two targets under Goal 5 by 2015 - reducing
the maternal mortality ratio by three-quarters
(from 1990 levels) and providing
universal access to reproductive health care. All but a few countries areexpected
to ~iss t~e maternal mortality target. although a larger number are expected to
achieve high levels of antenatal care and skilled birth attendance. Based onthe
latest available data, 13 countries in the region have maternal mortality ratiosof
200 per 100,000 live births or more with the highest ratio by far in Afahanistan
(I 400) Af
.
'.
0
.
,
.
ghanistan also has the highest reported national maternal mnrtalily
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ratio io the world; I in 11 women in the country die during childbirth (World
Bank2011).
Virtually all MDG progress reports note wide variations between maternal
mortalityrates in urban areas and those in rural areas, with extremely high mortality rates in some remote provinces or areas and challenges in reaching internal
migrants and some ethnic and caste groups. In Bangladesh, for example. the
nationalmaternal mortality rate has dropped from 870 in 1990 to 340 per 100,000
live births in 2008; however, there are still wide variations across income levels
and between urban and rural areas, related to access to contraceptives, antenatal care, and skilled birth attendance (Government of Bangladesh 2009). The
Bangladeshreport also mentions the effect on maternal mortality of gender-based
violenceand greater salinity in the water (due to climate change).
MDG progress reports also note other trends affecting women's health.
Bangladeshand several other countries report continuing problems of malnutrition, anemia, and iodine deficiency in women, but Thailand notes that its iodine
supplementprogram for pregnant women has already reduced the deficiency level
from 71 % in 2002 to 59% in 2008 (Government of Thailand 2009). Kazakhstan
reports disparity in the regional allocation of funds for health care, which is leading to the use offonnal and informal user fees (Govemment of Kazakhstan 2010),
whereas the Fiji report mentions the strain on the health care system created by
the heavy emigration of sk.illed health personnel to other countries (Government
of Fiji 2010)
Virtually all countries in Asia and the Pacific have much more work to do to
reduce the number of missing girls and women. The Republic of Korea's success in reducing antenatal selection of boys, and Malaysia's and Sri Lanka's
successes in significantly reducing their maternal mortality rates decades ago,
provideconcrete examples from which other countries in the region could learn.

Other gender issues
Recent MDG progress reports and other reports on gender trends in Asia and
the Pacific highlight a number of additional issues that should be considered in
assessing progress on gender equality and women's empowerment in the region
(ADB, UNDP, and ESCAP 2006; UNDP 2010; World Bank 2011). In particular, these include gender-based violence, repercussions from the food/fuel and
economiccrises, and climate change.

Gender-based violence
Gender-basedviolence _ including domestic violence, sexual assault and sexual
harassment outside the home, and trafficking of women and girls - is a major
Sourceof female death and disability in the region and a major contributor to
Women'sdisempowerment. Although it is not reflected in a global MDG target or
indicator,the problem of gender-based violence was recognized as a critical concern in the Millennium Declaration and outcome documents from the 2005 World
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Summit and the 2010MDG
progress reports. According
Pacific countries have been
found in some countries in
2011). In a study conducted
one-third

of married

Summit, and it is discussed in most of the recentMDG
to recent reports, about two-thirds.of.wome~ i~
some
assaulted by a male partner, and similar statisticsare
South and Southeast Asia (ESCAP, ADB, andUNDP
by Viet Nam's General Statistics Office in 2010,about

women reported

suffering

domestic violence

at some point

in their lives (United Nations Viet Nam n.d.). The Government of Fiji (2010)has
estimated the cost of gender-based violence to be around F$300 million annually,
or about 7% of Fiji's gross domestic product. More than half of the countriesin
Asia and close

to 40% of Pacific

countries

have enacted laws against domestic

violence (ESCAP, ADB, and UNDP 20 I I), and MDG progress reports referto
severa.l new or proposed laws on the issue. These are encouraging developments,
but much more work will need to be done to change both men's and women'sattitudes toward domestic abuse, to effectively enforce the new laws on gender-based
violence,

and

to

provide

appropriate

support

for

survivors

of violence

or abuse.

Repercussions

of the food/fuel and economic crises

As discussed, the global economic slowdown negatively affected both women and
men in the region, particularly those working in export industries, construction,
and tourism. Informal sector workers,
including casual and part-rime workersin

export industries, were hit especially hard because they were the first to belaid
off and lacked any form of social protection. Women's employment, especiallyin
forma] sector jobs, still has not recovered,
tunities for women seem to be shrinking

and formal wage employment opporin some countries. In rural Asia,the

economic crisis only deepened the hardship already experienced by households
as a result of food and fuel price hikes in 2008. Recent analysis suggests thatthe
food price hikes in 2011 have put further stress on rural households (ADS 2011).
Given their important role in agriculture
and their heavy household respnnsbilities, rural women in Asia are likely to continue to cushion their families fromthe
effect of these crises by taking on additional work, migrating for work, incurring
additional debt, and rationing their own health and food expenditures. The vulnerabilities exposed by the recent series of crises in the region, especially for rural
households and informal and migrant workers, increase the urgency [Q strengthen
food security and social protection
schemes and to establish social protection
floors for informal

and migrant workers,

especially

women.

Climate change
Coastal countries such as Bangladesh
Cambodia and Viet Nam. as wellas
Paci~c and other island countries, already suffer con'siderable loss of 'life andeconomic damage as a result of annual typhoons and other weather events, These
losses are only expected to intensify as a result of climate chanse. Several recent
MDG

progress

reports note the potential

negative effects

of climate change,
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includinggender-related effects. For example, the Government of Bangladesh
(2009) reported on the effect of increased water salinity on maternal mortality,
whilethe Government of Cambodia (2010) noted the risks to women's livelihoods
posed by climate change, especially in fisheries. The Government of the Philip,
pines (2010) also expressed concern about the lack of women's representation in
climatetalks and discussed the need for indigenous women to adapt to climate
changeby developing new crops and protecting water resources. Recent research
on typhoons in the Philippines also finds increased female infant mortality rates
years after typhoon events, most likely related to the reduced health care expenditures of affected households, which has further implications for climate events
(Anrtila-Hughes and Hsiang 2012). Finally, there is increasing awareness of the
ways in which natural disasters and climate change can affect women and men
differently- especially poor women and men - and of the different coping and
adaptationmechanisms that women and men can use in response (UNDP 2009;
United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction, UNDP, and Inter,
nationalUnionfor Conservation of Nature 2009). These insights need to be more
fully incorporatedin future climate initiatives in the region.

Future directions
Therehavebeensubstantial gains over the past two decades in closing gender gaps
andexpandingopportunities for women and girls in Asia and the Pacific; however,
thegains havebeen extremely uneven and the agenda is far from accomplished.
Recently, the UN Millennium Project (2005a), United Nations Development
Programme (2010), and the World Bank (201 I) each proposed gender-equality
agendasfor the years ahead, and these share a number of themes relevant to Asia
and the Pacific (see Table 8.1). Taken together, these proposals provide a general
frameworkfor future action, including regional and national agendas to pursue
gender equality heyond 2015. However, any national gender road map must be
tailored to address local gender priorities and challenges.
The strategic priorities outlined in Table 8.1 are to a great extent already
reflectedin the national gender action plans of most countries in Asia and the
Pacific,as well as in specific initiatives that governments, development agencies, civil society organizations, and others are already undertaking in the region
(ADB,UNDP,and ESCAP 2006). Although countries in Asia and the Pacific face
a numberof challenges to the achievement of gender equality, they also are home
to some of the world's most innovative and successful strategies for narrowing
gendergaps and empowering women. These successes provide positive models
forothercountriesand communities to adapt and follow. Meaningful progress,
however,will require strong political will and policy support; the involvement of
broadcoalitions, including women's organizations and networks; and adequate
resourcesto implement the agreed-upon changes and programs.
One additional area that should be addressed, especiaJly in the wake of the
recentfood fuel and economic crises in Asia and the Pacific, is the strengtheningof natidnala~dcommunity social protection schemes. As noted, these crises
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172 McGill
revealed the cracks and gaps in existing patchworks of social safety net programs
across the region, and the disproportionate
effect on women of social protection
gaps. In response to the crises, many countries in the r~gi~n intr?duced economic stimulus packages, often including steps to bolster exisung social safetynet
programs or to provide one-time cash transfers or other ass~stance (?~ina 2009;
McGill 2010). These stimulus packages, however, reflected little explicit attemion
to the gender-differentiated effects of the crises.
In response to the recent crises, several countries in the region havenow
initiated processes - or accelerated
plans already under way - to reassess
and strengthen their social protection schemes. At the global level, the Social
Protection Floor Initiative, supported widely by the United Nations, civilsociety
organizations, and many others, also has advocated that governments introduce
more comprehensive social protection "floors," including basic income security
and universal access to affordable basic services (Social Protection Floor Advisory

!II

":1 II

Group 2011).
In its recent report, the Social Protection Floor Advisory Group (2011) noted
a number of initiatives already taken by Asian countries to establish socialprotection floors, including Thailand's universal health care scheme, lndonesia'sconditional and unconditional cash transfer programs, and India's Mahatma Gandhi
National Rural Employment Guarantee
Scheme, which has achieved almost
50% participation of women with a negligible gender wage gap. In addition,
India's new social insurance scheme is already being extended to streetvendors, domestic workers, and other informal sector workers, who are predominantly
women.
At the same time, concerns have been raised that some conditional cashtransfer
programs may actually increase women's time burdens and reinforce traditional
gender roles in terms of child-care responsibility (Molyneux and Thomson2011).
In response, the Philippine government, with support from ADB, is takingstepsto
complement its conditional cash transfer program with additional supportservices
for women and is monitoring the gender impacts of the program (ADB 2010).
In strengthening their social protection systems, therefore. it will be extremely
important for countries in Asia and the Pacific to pay attention to the particular
needs and constraints of women, especially those working in the informalsector
and migrant workers. Policy makers and advocates also must ensure that thesocial
protection schemes support and empower women and do not inadvertently impose
additional burdens or reinforce traditional gender roles.
Despite gains in Asia a.nd the Pacific, gender discrimination persists acrossall
areas of social, economic, and political life and is reinforced through a widerange
of institutions, including households
communities markets and oovemments.
Continuing efforts to narrow gender ~aps in the region, therefore, shouldbe pursued on multiple tracks, with careful attention to the sender context and particular
?hallenges in ea~h country. Because further progress toward gender equalitywill
involve changes II1 entrenched social norms, zreater effort should also be madera
work through broad coaliti
" te
I Ions 0 f stakeholders,0.. including government, thepn\a
sector, women's

organizations, and other civil society actors.
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