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Foreword

Achieving the Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs) in the Asia and Pacific region will re-
quire a concerted effort by all countries and their
development partners. More than 5 years have
already elapsed since the Millennium Declara-
tion was adopted and considering the distance
still to traverse by 2015, there is little time to
lose. If success is to be achieved, ensuring gender
equality and women's empowerment will be
essential, given the relevance of gender concerns
to all of the MDGs. This fact was recognized by
governments at the September 2005 World Sum-
mit who collectively affirmed that “progress for
women is progress for all.”

The Asia and Pacific region’s performance
on gender-related issues has been mixed. Despite
substantial progress toward gender parity in edu-
cation, the region is seriously “off track” on other
indicators of women’s capabilities and opportu-
nities. Given the importance of gender equality
to the MDGs in general, slow progress on gender
issues may harm the overall MDG achievement.
It is essential, therefore, to prioritize efforts toward
gender equality and women’s empowerment.

This paper has been prepared to inform
policymakers in the region about the current situ-
ation and provide a guide to interventions
urgently needed in this crucial area. It is the result
of a tripartite regional partnership on the MDGs
between the Asian Development Bank, the United
Nations Development Programme, and the

United Nations Economic and Social Commis-
sion for Asia and the Pacific. The partnership
supports preparation of reports and technical
papers, the dissemination of their findings and
consultation, and dialogue with policymakers and
stakeholders in order to ensure that the MDGs
are achieved in the region.

This technical paper is part of a series study-
ing in detail identified critical issues and prob-
lems concerning the timely achievement of the
MDGs and complementing the regional MDG
reports, two of which have so far been published:
the first in June 2003 (Promoting the Millennium
Development Goals in Asia and the Pacific: Meet-
ing the Challenges of Poverty Reduction) and the
second in September 2005 (A Future Within
Reach: Reshaping Institutions in a Region of
Disparities to meet the Millennium Development
Goals in Asia and the Pacific). The paper as-
sesses regional performance related to gender
equality and women’s empowerment, identifies
some of the main challenges to further progress,
and provides examples of promising interven-
tions and supportive institutions to guide future
actions.

This paper is intended to help all those com-
mitted to achieving the MDGs and improving
the lives of the millions of poor and marginalized
women, men, and children in this region. We hope
that they find the information and technical
advice presented here useful in their endeavors.
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Executive Summary

Introduction

The Millennium Declaration endorsed by the
world’s governments in September 2000 recog-
nizes that gender equality and the empowerment
of women and girls are among the most effective
ways to “combat poverty, hunger and disease and
to stimulate development that is truly sustain-
able.”1 At the World Summit in September 2005,
governments reaffirmed their conviction that
“progress for women is progress for all.”2 This
paper (a) analyzes the progress of developing
countries in Asia and the Pacific toward achieve-
ment of the Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs) that explicitly promote gender equality
and the empowerment of women and girls; (b)
examines the gender dimensions of countries’
progress toward the other MDGs; and (c) rec-
ommends future directions that countries and
their development partners can take to make
more consistent and sustainable progress in clos-
ing gender gaps and empowering women and
girls in the region.

Gender, Development, and the
Millennium Development Goals

The countries of Asia and the Pacific recognize
equality between men and women as a matter
of fundamental rights and citizenship. Virtually
all countries in the region are parties to the Con-

vention on the Elimination of All Forms of Dis-
crimination Against Women (CEDAW), and
equality between the sexes is expressly guaran-
teed in many constitutions and statutes. Yet
despite these formal commitments, and the dem-
onstrated benefits of gender equality to societies
and economies, gender discrimination remains
pervasive in the region.

At the UN Millennium Summit in Septem-
ber 2000, governments from this region and else-
where committed to address gender inequities
in several areas in order to reduce poverty, hun-
ger, and disease and promote more sustainable
development. In addition to the general commit-
ment to gender equality and women’s empow-
erment, the Millennium Declaration adopted at
the Summit included time-bound targets to
achieve equal 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 MDGs that were sub-
sequently developed to implement the Millen-
nium Declaration capture most, but not all, of
these commitments. While there is broad sup-
port for the gender-specific MDGs–Goal 3 on
gender equality and women’s empowerment,
and Goal 5 on maternal health—the MDGs as a
whole have been widely critiqued for their nar-
row approach to gender issues. In addition to
Goals 3 and 5, only two other MDGs–Goal 2 on
education and Goal 6/Target 7 on HIV/AIDS-
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include gender-specific or gender-disaggregated
indicators. (In contrast, international instru-
ments, such as CEDAW and the Beijing Platform
for Action,3 and national policies and action plans
to promote gender equality, take a much more
comprehensive approach to address gender
inequities.) In light of these limitations, there is
widespread agreement that Goals 3 and 5 need
to be broadly interpreted within the frameworks
of CEDAW and the Beijing Platform for Action.
Notably, the World Summit held in September
2005 endorsed the broader view of gender equal-
ity goals reflected in the Beijing Platform. Sev-
eral countries in Asia and the Pacific have already
interpreted Goals 3 and 5 more broadly through
their own MDG targets and indicators.

Progress on the Gender-Specific
Goals

Despite substantial progress in narrowing gen-
der gaps in educational enrollments, the region’s
overall performance in promoting gender equal-
ity and women’s empowerment has been mixed.
This is reflected most clearly in the “tracking”
analysis undertaken by the joint regional MDG
report prepared by the UN Economic and Social
Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP),
United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP), and the Asian Development Bank
(ADB),4 which found that more than three quar-
ters of countries in the region are “on track” in
narrowing gender gaps in educational enroll-
ments (Goal 3/Target 4), while more than two
thirds of countries are clearly “off track” in
reducing maternal mortality (Goal 5/Target 6).
When all of the indicators for Goal 3 are consid-
ered including nonagricultural wage employment
and representation in national parliaments the
picture is even more uneven.

Goal 3–promoting gender equality
and women’s empowerment.
Virtually no country in Asia and the Pacific is
making equal progress on all of the indicators
for Goal 3. Several countries in Southeast Asia,
including Malaysia, Philippines, and Thailand,
as well as Sri Lanka and some Pacific countries,

have achieved gender parity in education at rela-
tively high levels of enrollment, but this has not
translated into equal participation in economic
and political affairs. Cambodia has one of the
highest levels of women’s economic participation
in the region, but women’s education and literacy
remain low with gender gaps at all levels. Cen-
tral Asian countries, such as Azerbaijan,
Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyz Republic, have struggled
to maintain education services since the fall of
the Soviet Union, and girls’ enrollment levels have
remained high although gender gaps are widen-
ing at the secondary level. At the same time,
women’s wage employment and representation
in national parliaments have fallen sharply.

Although the basic Goal 3 indicators track
progress only at the national level, MDG progress
reports of several countries in the region note
much slower rates of progress in rural areas,
among ethnic minorities and disadvantaged
castes, and among displaced people and
migrants. Women within these groups are likely
to have much lower levels of education, wage
employment, and participation in national poli-
tics than women generally in their countries.
These groups are particularly affected by limited
access to basic services. Refugee and internally-
displaced women, and women in conflict-
affected areas, are also exposed to high levels of
harassment and violence.

Most of the MDG progress reports for coun-
tries in the Asia and Pacific region go beyond the
international target and indicators for Goal 3,
and report on progress and challenges in other
areas related to gender equality and women’s
empowerment. Some of the frequently identi-
fied issues include (1) the persistence of gender-
based stereotypes and discriminatory practices;
(2) pervasive patterns of violence against women;
(3) gender inequality in landownership; and
(4) different impacts of migration, trafficking,
and displacement of women and men. Several
countries have also developed additional targets
and indicators beyond the core international
indicators for Goal 3 that are consistent with the
broader set of gender equality objectives endorsed
at the World Summit.

Despite substan-
tial progress in

narrowing
gender gaps in

educational
enrollments, the
region’s overall
performance in

promoting
gender equality

and women’s
empowerment

has been mixed.
Further progress

also requires
strong political
commitment at

all levels and
changes in

prevailing social
norms and
attitudes.



 xi

Goal 5–improving maternal health.
Despite substantial investments in health inter-
ventions by governments, donors, and nongov-
ernment organizations (NGOs), women in many
countries across Asia and the Pacific continue to
suffer high rates of death or disability associated
with childbirth, respiratory and waterborne dis-
eases, and malnutrition and anemia, as well as
increasing rates of HIV infection. The MDGs take
a fragmented approach to women’s health, with
the main focus being on maternal health (Goal
5) and more specifically maternal mortality (Tar-
get 6). Conspicuously absent from the MDGs is
a goal directly addressing women’s sexual and
reproductive health, although this is a core ele-
ment of women’s general health and also critical
to women’s control over their own lives. The
recent World Summit addressed this omission by
explicitly endorsing “equal access to reproduc-
tive health” in its commitments to gender equal-
ity and women’s empowerment.

As in education, some regional patterns
emerge. In the Greater Mekong Subregion5 and
South Asia, most countries started from extremely
high levels of maternal mortality, with very lim-
ited maternal health services provided in rural
areas. These countries are reducing maternal
deaths as they extend and improve basic health
services in the rural areas (albeit at very differ-
ent rates of progress). In contrast, before 1990,
the Central Asian countries generally had well-
developed health facilities staffed with skilled
personnel in rural as well as urban areas, and
relatively low maternal mortality rates. These
health systems came under considerable strain
during the 1990s as health budgets were cut, and
several of these countries as well as Mongolia have
seen their maternal mortality rates climb as the
quality of rural health services has deteriorated
(in Azerbaijan, from 22 per 100,000 live births
in 1990 to 94 in 2000). By 1990, Southeast Asian
countries, such as Malaysia and Thailand, had
already made significant progress in lowering
their maternal mortality rates through steady and
strategic investment in their rural health systems.
Now they are finding it harder and more expen-
sive to extend maternal health services to the

most underserved groups, migrant women and
women in the very remote rural areas. In the
Pacific, maternal mortality rates and rates of
skilled attendance at birth are generally better
than for the region as a whole (with Papua New
Guinea and Solomon Islands lagging behind).
However, women on remote islands and in the
highlands of Papua New Guinea have little access
to maternal health services.

Notwithstanding these regional differences,
MDG progress reports and other sources point
to several common factors contributing to the
high levels of maternal deaths in Asia and the
Pacific. These include: (1) lack of quality emer-
gency obstetric care provided by skilled and cul-
turally appropriate health personnel; (2) lack of
public investment in basic health services, espe-
cially in poor provinces in the context of decen-
tralization; (3) formal and informal fees for
health services; (4) low levels of contraceptive
use; (5) women’s poor nutrition and overall
health; (6) adolescent pregnancy and early mar-
riage; and (7) lack of male involvement in
reproductive health matters. Consistent with the
commitments made at the World Summit, sev-
eral countries in the region have expanded their
national targets and indicators under Goal 5 to
include access to reproductive health services.

Gender Dimensions of Progress
on Other Goals

Apart from Goals 3 and 5, the MDGs do not
expressly address gender issues, although the
Goal 2 target ensuring that both boys and girls
complete primary school has a gender equity
dimension. Even so, MDG progress reports and
other studies from Asian and Pacific countries
confirm the interrelationships between the gen-
der-specific MDGs and all of the other goals, as
well as the importance of including a gender per-
spective in any strategy to achieve these goals.
The paper reviews the gender dimensions of
regional progress under several of the MDGs,
including Goal 1 (eradicating extreme poverty
and hunger), Goal 2 (achieving universal pri-
mary education), Goal 4 (reducing child mor-
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tality), Goal 6 (combating HIV/AIDS, malaria,
and other diseases), Goal 7 (ensuring environ-
mental sustainability), and Goal 8 (developing a
global partnership for development).

Future Directions

The Asia and Pacific region has made progress
toward Goal 3, particularly in narrowing gender
gaps in primary and secondary education and
raising literacy rates. However, progress on the
indicators of economic and political empower-
ment under Goal 3 has been mixed, and most
countries are not reducing maternal mortality
rates fast enough under Goal 5. The region’s
uneven performance under the other MDGs also
affects the prospects for improving women’s
capabilities, access to resources and opportuni-
ties, and security. The paper summarizes some
of the common challenges to gender equality and
women’s empowerment in the region, and then
provides examples of promising interventions and
supportive institutions to guide future actions.

Regional challenges. Some of the chal-
lenges to gender equality shared by countries in
the region include (1) addressing entrenched at-
titudes and behaviors related to gender roles and
women’s status; (2) mitigating the risks and
negative impacts of migration and displacement,
especially on young women and girls; (3) maxi-
mizing the benefits and minimizing the costs of
regional integration, especially for poor women
and men; (4) managing decentralization pro-
cesses to ensure equitable delivery of basic ser-
vices and opportunities for women to participate
in local decision making; and (5) strengthening
the implementation of national laws and poli-
cies and the effectiveness of national institutions
to promote gender equality, and improving legal
awareness and access to justice, especially among
women in poor and marginalized communities.

Promising initiatives. Based on a compre-
hensive survey of worldwide trends, initiatives,
and research results, the UN Millennium Project6

has recommended seven strategic priority areas
for achieving gender equality and empowering

women, almost all of which were endorsed by
governments at the recent World Summit. These
include: (1) ensuring postprimary education for
girls and young women; (2) guaranteeing sexual
and reproductive health and rights; (3) provid-
ing time-saving infrastructure; (4) ensuring equal
property rights; (5) improving employment
opportunities and working conditions, especially
for poor women; (6) combating all forms of vio-
lence against women and girls; and (7) improv-
ing women’s representation in political bodies,
especially at the local level. These strategic pri-
orities are already reflected in the national gen-
der action plans of most countries in the region,
as well as in specific initiatives supported by gov-
ernments, development agencies and banks,
NGOs, and community-based organizations. The
paper highlights examples of initiatives already
being taken in each strategic area.

Supportive institutions. Strategic initia-
tives to reduce gender gaps and empower women
and girls are more effective when they are sup-
ported by equitable and responsive institutions.
These include law and policy frameworks, gov-
ernment planning and budget processes,
accountability and enforcement mechanisms,
and partnerships with women’s organizations and
other key actors. Regional partnerships can also
play a key role, especially on gender issues that
have cross-border implications. The paper con-
siders some of the gender-responsive institutions
already in place in Asia and the Pacific, drawing
on countries’ recent progress reports on their
implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action.

Conclusions and
Recommendations

The Asia and Pacific region faces a number of
challenges to the achievement of gender equal-
ity, but it is also home to some of the world’s
most innovative and successful strategies for nar-
rowing gender gaps and empowering women.
These success stories provide possible models for
other countries to adapt and follow.

Building on the commitments in the

Strategic initia-
tives to reduce
gender gaps and
empower
women and girls
are more effec-
tive when they
are supported
by equitable
and responsive
institutions.
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Millennium Declaration, the recent World Sum-
mit endorsed a clear set of actions to promote
gender equality over the next 10 years and be-
yond. These World Summit commitments sup-
port the broader view of MDGs 3 and 5 that
many countries in the region have already taken
through their own national development goals,
targets, and indicators. The World Summit com-
mitments to gender equality, therefore, provide
a sound framework for governments, civil soci-

ety groups, and development agencies to pursue
more gender-equitable development outcomes
in the region. The final section of the paper rec-
ommends a number of actions that each of these
key stakeholder groups can take to implement
these commitments and further their own gen-
der equality goals. However, meaningful progress
will not be made without strong political com-
mitment at all levels and changes in prevailing
social norms and attitudes.
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I. Introduction

The Millennium Declaration endorsed by the
world’s governments in September 2000 recog-
nizes that gender equality and the empowerment
of women and girls are among the most effective
ways to “combat poverty, hunger and disease and
to stimulate development that is truly sustain-
able.”7 At the World Summit in September 2005,
governments reaffirmed their conviction that
“progress for women is progress for all.”8 This
paper (a) analyzes the progress of developing
countries in Asia and the Pacific toward achieve-
ment of the Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs) that explicitly promote gender equality
and the empowerment of women and girls;
(b) examines the gender dimensions of countries’
progress toward the other MDGs; and
(c) recommends future directions that countries
and their development partners can take, indi-
vidually or regionally, to make more consistent
and sustainable progress in closing gender gaps
and empowering women and girls in the region.

The paper is based on a review of data from
the Millennium Indicators Database hosted by
the United Nations (UN) Statistical Division and
trend analysis prepared for the 2005 joint United
Nations Economic and Social Commission for
Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP), United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP), and Asian
Development Bank (ADB) MDG Report: A Future
Within Reach: Reshaping Institutions in a Region
of Disparities to Meet the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals in Asia and the Pacific; MDG progress
reports and national poverty reduction strate-
gies of countries in the region; recent country
gender assessments; and other relevant sources.9

The paper also draws on the findings and rec-
ommendations from recent reports on worldwide
trends related to gender equality, women’s
empowerment and women’s health—including
reports from the UN Millennium Project10—and
considers their relevance in the Asian and Pacific
context.

Introduction

ENDNOTES
7 UN General Assembly. 2000. United Nations Millennium Declaration, para. 20. UN Doc. A/RES/55/2. 18 September.
8 UN General Assembly. 2005. 2005 World Summit Outcome, para. 58. UN Doc. A/60/L.1. 18 September.
9 Country information cited in the paper is taken generally from the country’s latest available progress reports on the

MDGs and on implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action (the outcome document of the Fourth World Confer-
ence on Women).

10 An independent advisory body commissioned by the UN Secretary General to propose best strategies to achieve the
MDGs [Available: http://www.unmillenniumproject.org].

MDG progress
reports confirm
the interrelation-
ship between
the gender-
specific MDGs
and other MDGs
as well as
broader strate-
gic development
goals.
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II. Gender, Development,
and the Millennium
Development Goals

The countries of Asia and the Pacific recognize
equality between men and women as a matter
of fundamental rights and citizenship. Virtually
all countries in the region are parties to the Con-
vention on the Elimination of All Forms of Dis-
crimination Against Women (CEDAW), and
equality between the sexes is expressly guaran-
teed in many constitutions and statutes. Gender
equality—and the empowerment of women to
fully participate in social, economic and politi-
cal life—is also recognized as an important
development outcome, reflected in countries’
national development plans and their specific
policies and action plans for the advancement of
women.

In addition to the intrinsic benefits of equal-
ity for women and girls, many cross-country and
country-specific studies have confirmed the
instrumental benefits of gender equality for the
general well-being of households, communities,
and societies; for productivity and economic
growth; and for good governance. More specifi-
cally, these studies have estimated the substan-
tial costs of gender inequality in terms of higher
population growth; children’s mortality, poor
health and lower school performance; less effi-
cient allocation of household resources; lower
economic growth; and higher levels of corrup-
tion.11 For example, one study recently estimated
some of the costs to countries of not achieving
gender parity in primary and secondary educa-
tion. For a country with substantial gender gaps
at primary and secondary levels, the estimated
costs between 2005 and 2015 could include an

average annual loss of 0.4 percentage points in
economic growth, up to 0.6 additional children
per women, up to an additional 32 child deaths
per year (per 1,000 live births), and an average
2.5 percentage points higher prevalence of
underweight children.12

Yet despite countries’ formal commitments
to gender equality, and the demonstrated ben-
efits to societies and economies, gender discrimi-
nation remains pervasive throughout Asia and the
Pacific. There have been advances in several ar-
eas over the past 20 years. However, there are
significant variations across and within countries,
and gender gaps persist in access to education
and quality health care, employment and busi-
ness opportunities, political participation and
decision making, personal security, and access
to justice.

At the UN Millennium Summit in Septem-
ber 2000, governments from this region and else-
where committed to address gender inequities
in several areas in order reduce poverty, hunger
and disease and promote more sustainable de-
velopment. In addition to a general commitment
to gender equality and women’s empowerment,
the UN Millennium Declaration adopted at the
Summit included time-bound targets to achieve
equal access at all levels of education, to reduce
maternal mortality by three quarters, to combat
all forms of violence against women and to imple-
ment CEDAW. The MDGs that were subse-
quently developed to implement the Millennium
Declaration capture most, but not all, of these
commitments (see Box 1). In particular, the only

Introduction

The World
Summit in
September 2005
confirmed that
the gender-
specific MDGs–
Goals 3 and 5–
should be
broadly inter-
preted within
the frameworks
of the Conven-
tion on the
Elimination of
All Forms of
Discrimination
Against Women
(CEDAW) and
the Beijing
Platform for
Action.
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BoBoBoBoBox 1: Millennium Commitments tx 1: Millennium Commitments tx 1: Millennium Commitments tx 1: Millennium Commitments tx 1: Millennium Commitments to Gender Eqo Gender Eqo Gender Eqo Gender Eqo Gender Equality and Wuality and Wuality and Wuality and Wuality and Women's Emomen's Emomen's Emomen's Emomen's Empopopopopowwwwwermentermentermentermenterment

UUUUUnitnitnitnitnited Nations Millennium Declarationed Nations Millennium Declarationed Nations Millennium Declarationed Nations Millennium Declarationed Nations Millennium Declaration
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• To promote gender equality and the
empowerment of women as effective ways
to combat poverty, hunger and disease and
to stimulate development that is truly
sustainable.

• To ensure that, by [the year 2015],…girls
and boys will have equal access to all levels
of education.

• By the same date, to have reduced maternal
mortality by three quarters…

• To combat all forms of violence against
women and to implement [CEDAW].

Millennium DeMillennium DeMillennium DeMillennium DeMillennium Devvvvvelopment Goals Telopment Goals Telopment Goals Telopment Goals Telopment Goals Targeargeargeargeargets andts andts andts andts and
IndicatIndicatIndicatIndicatIndicatorororororsssss

Goal 3Goal 3Goal 3Goal 3Goal 3: Promote gender equality and empower
women

TTTTTargeargeargeargearget 4t 4t 4t 4t 4: Eliminate gender disparity in
primary and secondary education, prefer
ably by 2005, and in all levels of education
no later than 2015
IndicatIndicatIndicatIndicatIndicatorororororsssss
9. Ratio of girls to boys in primary, second

ary and tertiary education
10. Ratio of literate women to men (15–24

years)
11. Share of women in wage employment in

the nonagricultural sector
12. Proportion of seats held by women in

national parliaments

Goal 3, TGoal 3, TGoal 3, TGoal 3, TGoal 3, Targeargeargeargearget 4, Indicatt 4, Indicatt 4, Indicatt 4, Indicatt 4, Indicator 9or 9or 9or 9or 9 (above)

Goal 5Goal 5Goal 5Goal 5Goal 5: Improve maternal health
TTTTTargeargeargeargearget 6t 6t 6t 6t 6: Reduce by three quarters,
between 1990 and 2015, the maternal
mortality rate
IndicatIndicatIndicatIndicatIndicatorororororsssss
16. Maternal mortality ratio
17. Proportion of births attended by skilled

health personnel

No goal, targeNo goal, targeNo goal, targeNo goal, targeNo goal, target or indicatt or indicatt or indicatt or indicatt or indicatororororor.....
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target for the gender equality goal (Goal 3) relates
to education, although the indicators for Goal 3
also cover employment and national decision
making. However, there is no corresponding
MDG for the Millennium Declaration commit-
ments to combat violence against women and to
implement CEDAW.

While there is broad support for the gender-
specific MDGs—Goal 3 on gender equality and
women’s empowerment, and Goal 5 on mater-
nal health—the MDGs as a whole have been
widely critiqued for their narrow approach to
gender issues. Gender inequalities operate on
several levels—within households and in com-
munities, markets and government institutions—
and in virtually all spheres of social, economic
and political activity. International instruments,
such as CEDAW and the Beijing Platform for
Action,13 and national policies and action plans
to promote gender equality, therefore, have taken
a comprehensive approach to address gender
inequities. The Beijing Platform, for example,
includes 12 critical areas of concern, including
poverty, education, health, violence, armed con-
flict, the economy, power and decision making,
human rights, media, the environment, and the
particular needs and vulnerabilities of girls. In
contrast, the MDG targets only address educa-
tion and maternal deaths (although the indica-
tors for MDG 3 also include women’s
participation in nonagricultural employment and
national legislatures). In addition to Goals 3 and
5, only two other MDGs—Goal 2 on education
and Goal 6/Target 7 on HIV/AIDS—include gen-
der-specific or gender-disaggregated indicators.

In light of these limitations, there is wide-
spread agreement that Goals 3 and 5 need to be
broadly interpreted within the frameworks of
CEDAW and the Beijing Platform for Action. At
the same time, the gender dimensions of all of
the other MDGs need to be recognized and moni-
tored.14 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 improved
sanitation, unless they take into account the dif-
ferent vulnerabilities of poor women and men,
and the sociocultural and other conditions that

limit poor women’s and girls’ access to basic ser-
vices (see Box 2). As discussed further below, sev-
eral countries have also “localized” the MDGs,
including Goals 3 and 5, to better reflect the
progress they have already made in several areas
as well as the more ambitious targets they have
set in their national development plans.

In September 2004, 44 governments from
Asia and the Pacific convened in Bangkok to
review the region’s 10-year progress in imple-
menting the Beijing Platform for Action. The
“Bangkok Communiqué” issued at the conclu-
sion of the meeting confirmed the importance of
linking governments’ commitments in the Mil-
lennium Declaration, the Beijing Platform, and
CEDAW. The Communiqué also identified areas
of progress, continuing gaps, and challenges in
pursuing gender equality and women’s empow-
erment in Asia and the Pacific. These findings
are also pertinent to this year’s review of the
region’s progress toward the MDGs, and particu-
larly Goals 3 and 5 (see Appendix 1). Notably,
the World Summit held in September 2005
endorsed the broader view of gender equality
goals reflected in the Beijing Declaration and
Platform for Action (see Appendix 2).

Introduction
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BoBoBoBoBox 2: Gender Eqx 2: Gender Eqx 2: Gender Eqx 2: Gender Eqx 2: Gender Equality and Auality and Auality and Auality and Auality and Achiechiechiechiechievvvvvement of the Millennium Deement of the Millennium Deement of the Millennium Deement of the Millennium Deement of the Millennium Devvvvvelopment Goalselopment Goalselopment Goalselopment Goalselopment Goals

ImImImImImporporporporportance of Gender Eqtance of Gender Eqtance of Gender Eqtance of Gender Eqtance of Gender Equality fuality fuality fuality fuality for Specifor Specifor Specifor Specifor Specific Goalsic Goalsic Goalsic Goalsic Goals

• Gender equality in capabilities and access to opportunities can
accelerate economic growth

• Equal access for women to basic transport and energy infrastructure
can lead to greater economic opportunity

• Gender equality in interventions helps to increase agricultural produc-
tion because women farmers are a significant proportion of the rural
poor

• Equal investment in women's health and nutrition contributes to
reducing chronic hunger and malnourishment, increasing productivity
and well-being

• Educated girls and women have greater control over their fertility and
participate more in public life

• Mothers' education is a strong and consistent determinant of their
children's school enrollment and attainment, and health and nutrition

• Related indicators include parity in educational enrollments, wage
employment and representation in national parliaments

• Mothers' education, income, and empowerment have significant
impacts on lowering child and maternal mortality rates

• Women’s economic independence, ability to negotiate safe sex,
awareness of need to alter traditional sexual norms, access to treat-
ment, and support for the care function that women perform are
essential to halt and reverse the spread of HIV/AIDS

• Gender-equitable property and resource ownership policies enable
women to manage their resources more sustainably

• Gender equality in the political sphere may lead to higher investments
in development cooperation

MillenniumMillenniumMillenniumMillenniumMillennium
DeDeDeDeDevvvvvelopment Goalselopment Goalselopment Goalselopment Goalselopment Goals

Goal 1Goal 1Goal 1Goal 1Goal 1: Eradicate
extreme poverty and
hunger

Goal 2Goal 2Goal 2Goal 2Goal 2: Achieve
universal primary
education

Goal 3Goal 3Goal 3Goal 3Goal 3: Promote
gender equality and
empower women

Goal 4Goal 4Goal 4Goal 4Goal 4: Reduce child
mortality
Goal 5Goal 5Goal 5Goal 5Goal 5: Improve
maternal health

Goal 6Goal 6Goal 6Goal 6Goal 6: Combat HIV/
AIDS, malaria and
other diseases

Goal 7Goal 7Goal 7Goal 7Goal 7: Ensure
environmental
sustainability

Goal 8Goal 8Goal 8Goal 8Goal 8: Develop
global partnership for
development

Source: UN Millennium Project, Taking Action: Achieving Gender Equality and Empowering Women (2005).
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III. Progress on the
Gender-Specific Goals

Regional Patterns and
Variations

Given the diversity of cultures, economic systems,
and levels of development, forms of governance
and physical environments across Asia and the
Pacific, it is not surprising to find diverse pat-
terns among regional countries in their progress
toward the MDGs. For the gender-specific goals,
wide divergence could also be expected in view
of the very different gender profiles of countries
in the major subregions. In most of the countries
of South Asia, for example, conservative norms,
particularly in the rural areas, continue to re-
strict women’s activities outside the home, with
wide-ranging implications for their access to ser-
vices, economic activities and participation in
decision making. In contrast, Soviet-era policies
in the Central Asian countries strongly encour-
aged women’s employment and participation in
government, and supported a wide range of so-
cial services to enable women to juggle work with
household duties. The gender-equitable norms
of the Soviet era were severely undermined, how-
ever, by the economic and social upheaval that
followed the collapse of the Soviet Union, with
profound consequences for both women and
men. In East and Southeast Asia, the Greater
Mekong Subregion (GMS) and the Pacific, gen-
der-related norms are generally less rigid than
in South Asia, but there is considerable diversity
even within countries, with stark contrasts
between urban and rural areas and between
matriarchal and patriarchal social groups.

This regional diversity is reflected in coun-
tries’ progress toward the MDGs, including Goals
3 and 5. At a general level, most of the countries
in East and Southeast Asia are making progress
toward the goals and many have already reached
some of the relevant targets. In contrast, coun-
tries in Central Asia are struggling to restore their
human development indicators to the levels of
the 1980s. The less-developed countries of South
Asia and the GMS are making progress toward
many of the goals, but from extremely low lev-
els. The People’s Republic of China (PRC) and
India, with the largest economies and popula-
tions in the region, have seen substantial declines
in income poverty, but their progress on the
nonincome MDGs has been mixed. Most coun-
tries’ progress toward the MDGs, as reflected in
national-level targets and indicators, masks wide
disparities between urban and rural areas, with
the least progress found in remote rural and con-
flict-affected areas, and among disadvantaged
ethnic minority groups and castes, internally dis-
placed people and migrants. As discussed below,
these intra-country disparities are particularly
evident for Goals 3 and 5 (gender parity in edu-
cation and maternal mortality).

Despite substantial progress in narrowing
gender gaps in educational enrollments, the
region’s overall performance in promoting gender
equality and women’s empowerment has been
mixed. This is reflected most clearly in the “track-
ing” analysis undertaken in the UNESCAP/
UNDP/ADB joint regional MDG report,15 which
found that more than three quarters of countries

Progress on the Gender-Specific Goals
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are “on track” in narrowing gender gaps in edu-
cational enrollments (Goal 3/Target 4), while
more than two thirds of countries are clearly “off
track” in reducing maternal mortality (Goal 5/
Target 6). When all of the indicators for Goal 3
are considered—including nonagricultural wage
employment and representation in national par-
liaments—the picture is even more mixed. It is
therefore extremely important not to conflate
Goal 3 (to promote gender equality and empower
women) with Target 4 (to eliminate gender dis-
parities in education). While equal access to qual-
ity education is a key component of Goal 3, it is
not an adequate indicator in itself of gender
equality or women’s empowerment. As discussed
below, such countries as the Fiji Islands and Sri
Lanka have achieved close to gender parity in
education, but this has not automatically trans-
lated into high levels of economic and political
participation for women. Any assessment of
progress under Goal 3 should, at a minimum,
take into account all of the Goal 3 indicators as
well as the Goal 5 indicators. In their own as-
sessments of progress on Goal 3, many countries
in the region have gone farther and considered
women’s access to nonformal education, repro-
ductive health services, land and credit; gender
segregation and gender wage gaps in employ-
ment; increases in women’s informal sector work
and migration; increasing HIV infections among
women; increased trafficking of women and girls;
and the prevalence of domestic violence and other
forms of violence against women.

Indexes such as the Gender-Related Devel-
opment Index and Gender Empowerment Mea-
sure developed by UNDP provide composite
measures of gender equality and women’s em-
powerment, and permit the ranking of countries
in terms of their gender-related achievements.
Alternatively, countries can also be ranked in
terms of their performance under the gender-
related MDGs. For purposes of this paper, coun-
tries in the Asia and Pacific region have been
ranked on their performance under eight gen-
der-related MDG indicators. Countries that are
among the 10 most poorly performing in the re-
gion on five or more of these indicators include
several countries in South Asia (Afghanistan, In-
dia, Nepal and Pakistan), as well as countries in
the Greater Mekong Subregion (Cambodia and
Lao PDR) and the Pacific (Papua New Guinea)16

(see Appendix 3). Countries’ performance on the
individual MDG indicators is discussed further
below.

There has been much discussion of the links
between the MDGs and other development goals,
such as economic growth. It is commonly
accepted that economic growth is a necessary,
but not sufficient, condition for achieving the
MDGs, particularly Goal 1 (eradicating extreme
poverty and hunger). The relationship between
the gender-specific MDGs and economic growth
is somewhat more complicated. As noted earlier,
cross-country studies have demonstrated that
gender equality (Goal 3) contributes to economic
growth. Conversely, economic growth can pro-
vide the resources to improve basic services and
generate employment, with likely benefits for
women and girls in terms of enhanced capabili-
ties and opportunities. However, pervasive gen-
der biases and stereotypes can weaken or negate
these expected benefits. Perhaps the most dra-
matic examples of gender inequity in the midst
of rapid economic growth are the deteriorating
sex ratios in India and the PRC. For example,
between 1991 and 2001, the national sex ratio
for children ages 0–6 in India dropped from 945
to 927 girls for every 1,000 boys, with the lowest
child sex ratio (793) in the economically pros-
perous state of Punjab.17 In both India and the
PRC, improvements in basic health care have
improved life expectancy for both women and
men, but a strong traditional preference for sons
combined with access to new medical technol-
ogy have led to increasing numbers of sex-
selective abortions. As a consequence, these two
large and dynamic economies together account
for 80% of the “missing women” in the world, or
about 80 million women.18

The following subsections analyze in greater
depth the regional and intra-country trends for
the gender-specific MDGs, Goals 3 and 5.

Goal 3–Promote Gender
Equality and Empower Women

Gender discrimination exists to some extent in
all areas of social, economic, and political life,
and in all institutions including households, com-
munities, markets, and local and national gov-
ernments. Gender equality therefore needs to be
understood as a cross-cutting policy goal that

More than three
quarters of

countries in the
region are “on

track” in nar-
rowing gender
gaps in educa-

tional enroll-
ments, while

more than two-
thirds are clearly

“off track” in
reducing mater-

nal mortality.
When all of the
MDG indicators

for gender
equality are

considered, the
picture is even

more mixed.
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applies to all sectors and institutions. In terms of
content, the UN Millennium Project has sug-
gested that gender equality encompasses three
main dimensions:
(a) capabilities (including basic human abili-

ties related to education, health, and nutri-
tion);

(b) access to resources and opportunities
(including access to economic assets, such
as land and infrastructure; resources, such
as income and employment; and political
opportunities such as representation in
political bodies); and

(c) security (including reduced vulnerability to
violence and conflict).19

These dimensions are interrelated and
mutually reinforcing. Together, they contribute
to women’s individual well-being and enable
women and girls to make strategic choices and
decisions—that is, to be empowered.20 However,
while progress in one domain (such as educa-
tion) should improve women’s chances of suc-
cess in other domains (such as employment),
gender biases or other factors can weaken or
break these links. For example, patterns of gen-
der segregation in labor markets can limit
women’s employment prospects even if they have
comparable educational backgrounds to men.
Because gender inequities exist on many levels,
different policy initiatives may be needed to pro-
mote gender equality in different sectors and
institutions.

As noted earlier, the target and indicators for
Goal 3 have been critiqued as too narrowly drawn
to provide a basis for measuring countries’
progress toward gender equality. It has also been
noted that the target and indicators focus on gen-
der parity in education, literacy, employment,
and politics, but that this does not necessarily
indicate the quality of outcomes in these areas.
The UN Millennium Project and others there-
fore have proposed several additional indicators
for Goal 3, and several countries in the region
have developed their own “localized” targets and
indicators for the Goal (see Box 3). The basic
target and indicators for Goal 3 nevertheless pro-
vide a starting point for analyzing regional and
intra-country trends related to gender equality.21

Virtually no country in Asia and the Pacific
is making equal progress on all of the indicators

for Goal 3. Several countries in Southeast Asia,
including Malaysia, Philippines and Thailand,
as well as Sri Lanka and some Pacific countries,
have achieved gender parity in education at rela-
tively high levels of enrollment, but this has not
translated into equal participation in economic
and political affairs. In fact, the Pacific has the
lowest level of women’s political participation in
the world. Cambodia has one of the highest lev-
els of women’s economic participation in the
region, but women’s education and literacy re-
main low with gender gaps at all levels. Central
Asian countries, such as Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan
and Kyrgyz Republic, have struggled to main-
tain education services since the fall of the Soviet
Union, and girls’ enrollment levels have remained
high although gender gaps are widening at the
secondary level. At the same time, women’s wage
employment and representation in national par-
liaments have fallen sharply.

Although the basic Goal 3 indicators track
progress only at the national level, several coun-
tries’ MDG progress reports also note much
slower rates of progress in rural areas, among
ethnic minorities and disadvantaged castes, and
among displaced people and migrants. For
example, literacy levels of ethnic minority women
in the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao
PDR) and women in India's scheduled castes and
tribes are much lower than the levels for women
nationally and for men within their own ethnic
group or caste. Internally displaced people in
Azerbaijan, internal migrants in PRC, India,
Mongolia and other countries, and people in con-
flict-affected areas of Indonesia, Nepal, Sri Lanka
and other countries have much more limited
access to basic services and wage employment.
Although not well documented, women within
these vulnerable groups are likely to have much
lower levels of education, wage employment and
participation in national politics than women
generally in their countries. They are particu-
larly affected by the limited access to basic
services. Refugee and internally-displaced
women, and women in conflict-affected areas,
are also exposed to high levels of harassment and
violence. In addition, Malaysia’s progress report
notes the precarious situation of migrants from
neighboring countries, and the challenge of
extending basic services to them. Undocumented
women and girls in Malaysia and other coun-

Progress on the Gender-Specific Goals
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country in Asia
and the Pacific is
making equal
progress on all
of the indicators
for Goal 3.
Countries par-
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slow progress in
rural areas, and
among ethnic
minorities,
disadvantaged
castes, displaced
people and
migrants.
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tries of the region are particularly vulnerable, but
they are unlikely to be captured in national
statistics.

Gender Parity in Education
Primary Education
Eliminating gender disparity in education is the
only time-bound target for Goal 3, and also the
earliest target for any of the MDGs. (Gender par-
ity in elementary and secondary education should
be reached by 2005, with gender parity at all
levels by 2015.) However, the main indicator—
the enrollment ratio—does not reflect the level
of girls’ and boys’ enrollment, or their levels of
attendance and completion, which are often
much lower. At the primary level, both enroll-
ment and completion rates are readily available
for most countries, and provide a fuller picture
of girls’ and boys’ access to education. Table 1
shows regional countries with low enrollment
ratios, low levels of girls’ or boys’ enrollment, and/
or low girls’ or boys’ completion rates.22

Based on available 2001 data, the
UNESCAP/UNDP/ADB joint regional MDG
report estimates that the vast majority of coun-
tries in the Asia and Pacific region will reach gen-
der parity in primary enrollments by 2005.23 The
countries that are farthest from the Goal 3 target
are in South Asia (Afghanistan, Pakistan, India,
and Nepal), the GMS (Cambodia and Lao PDR)
and the Pacific (Papua New Guinea). Based on
recent trends, the joint regional MDG report
estimates that Nepal will close the gender gap
by 2003. However, the country’s MDG progress
report confirms that gender disparities persist,
although there has been substantial progress in
increasing both boys’ and girls’ enrollments. In
addition, PRC, Macao, and Viet Nam and sev-
eral Pacific countries (Niue, Palau, and Papua
New Guinea) may narrowly miss the target in
2005 because of slow progress in closing the gap,
or a recent decline in the enrollment ratio.
Tajikistan predicts that it will miss the gender
parity target, while the Pacific MDG progress
report notes low enrollment ratios for Cook
Islands, Marshall Islands, and Solomon Islands.
If recent trends continue, the joint regional MDG
report estimates that Cambodia, India, Lao PDR,
and Nepal would reach gender parity by 2015,
but prospects for the other “off-target” countries
are uncertain. By comparison, the UN Millen-

nium Project, using 2000 data, projects that
Papua New Guinea, Samoa, and Tajikistan will
still be “off track” in 2015.24

To gauge country performance in providing
equal access to primary education for girls and
boys, it is also relevant to consider the levels of
enrollment and completion rates. Achieving gen-
der parity in enrollments under Goal 3 is obvi-
ously less meaningful if a country is making slow
progress toward Goal 2 (achieving universal pri-
mary education). Some countries with large gen-
der gaps in primary enrollments also have low
net enrollment rates and even lower completion
rates for girls. In Pakistan, for example, the net
enrollment rate for girls is only 50%, and 75% of
girls in rural areas drop out at the primary level.
Even countries that have approached or reached
gender parity in primary enrollments neverthe-
less have low enrollment and/or completion rates
for girls, indicating that a substantial number of
girls are still not attending school or have dropped
out. Uzbekistan, for example, has maintained
gender parity, but its net enrollment rate for girls
(78%) is less than that of the Lao PDR. Papua
New Guinea has the lowest reported completion
rate for girls in the entire region (52%).
Bangladesh, which has been extremely success-
ful in closing the gender gap in primary enroll-
ment, nevertheless has a completion rate for girls
of only 75% (and an even lower completion rate
for boys). Clearly enrollment ratios are inad-
equate indicators in themselves of countries’
progress in providing equal access to education,
and need to be supplemented by other measures
(such as dropout, repeat, and completion rates,
and data on student performance, disaggregated
by gender, ethnicity, and other relevant factors).

Countries’ MDG progress reports reflect an
awareness of the limitations of national statistics
on enrollments to adequately track progress on
gender parity in education. Several reports note
that both enrollment and completion rates for
girls are much lower in rural areas, and that there
are wide variations between states or provinces.
In the absence of stipend or other incentive pro-
grams targeting girls from poor households,
enrollment and completion rates are also likely
to be lower for girls from low-income groups. The
PRC, Lao PDR and Viet Nam reports also note
the particular challenges of improving access to
schooling for ethnic minority girls and girls in
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remote areas. Viet Nam also reports challenges
in extending basic education to children with
disabilities.

Despite wide variations in culture, physical
environment and livelihood patterns, countries
in the region identify remarkably similar factors
influencing girls’ school attendance, especially in
rural areas and among disadvantaged groups.
These include the direct and indirect costs of
attending school (including the opportunity cost
of girls’ labor in the household); distance to
school; quality of school facilities (including a safe
water supply and separate toilet facilities); qual-
ity and relevance of the teaching methods and
materials; the attitude of teachers toward female
students; and parents’ attitude about the ben-
efits of education for their daughters. To address
these factors, countries have been pursuing a
number of strategies, including the abolition of
school fees or fee exemptions for poor students;
scholarships, stipends, food rations and book
loans, especially for girls; building of more schools
in rural areas (with water and separate toilets);
recruitment of more female teachers; revision of
textbooks to avoid gender stereotypes, and train-

  T  T  T  T  Table 1: Selectable 1: Selectable 1: Selectable 1: Selectable 1: Selected Data on Gender Ped Data on Gender Ped Data on Gender Ped Data on Gender Ped Data on Gender Parity in Primararity in Primararity in Primararity in Primararity in Primary Educationy Educationy Educationy Educationy Education

CountrCountrCountrCountrCountryyyyy Ratio ofRatio ofRatio ofRatio ofRatio of TTTTTargeargeargeargearget Datt Datt Datt Datt Date fe fe fe fe fororororor Girls' NeGirls' NeGirls' NeGirls' NeGirls' Nettttt Girls'Girls'Girls'Girls'Girls' BoBoBoBoBoys' Neys' Neys' Neys' Neys' Nettttt BoBoBoBoBoys'ys'ys'ys'ys'
Girls' tGirls' tGirls' tGirls' tGirls' to Boo Boo Boo Boo Boys'ys'ys'ys'ys' Gender PGender PGender PGender PGender Parityarityarityarityarity EnrEnrEnrEnrEnrollmentollmentollmentollmentollment ComComComComCompleplepleplepletiontiontiontiontion EnrEnrEnrEnrEnrollmentollmentollmentollmentollment ComComComComCompleplepleplepletiontiontiontiontion

EnrEnrEnrEnrEnrollmentollmentollmentollmentollment (actual or(actual or(actual or(actual or(actual or 2002002002002001 (%)1 (%)1 (%)1 (%)1 (%) 2002002002002001 (%)1 (%)1 (%)1 (%)1 (%) 2002002002002001 (%)1 (%)1 (%)1 (%)1 (%) 2002002002002001 (%)1 (%)1 (%)1 (%)1 (%)
20020020020020011111  estimat estimat estimat estimat estimated)ed)ed)ed)ed)

Afghanistan 0.08 – – – – –
Pakistan 0.74 – 50 – 68 –
India 0.85 2012 76 72 89 87
Lao PDR 0.86 2013 79 69 86 77
Nepal 0.87 2003 66 67 75 80
Cambodia 0.89 2008 83 56 89 66
PNG 0.90 – 69 52 77 57
Iran, Islamic
    Republic of 0.96 2001 78 89 80 93
Thailand 0.96 2001 85 83 88 86
Kyrgyz Republic 0.97 2001 88 95 92 98
Armenia 0.98 2001 84 90 85 90
Azerbaijan 0.98 2001 79 90 81 91
Kazakhstan 0.99 2001 89 92 90 92
Uzbekistan 0.99 2001 78 (1990) 101 79 (1990) 101
Myanmar 1.00 2001 82 72 82 72
Bangladesh 1.02 2001 88 75 86 71
Nauru 1.04 – 82 102 79 82

Sources: UN Statistics Division, MDG Indicators Database; UNESCAP estimates (for target year).

ing of teachers to encourage girls’ participation;
and greater involvement of community leaders
and parents (including mothers) in the manage-
ment of local schools. In ethnic minority areas,
there is also greater effort to recruit teachers from
the relevant ethnic groups. As discussed in Sec-
tion IV.B, many of these strategies also improve
boys’ school attendance, especially in remote
rural areas. The strategies have proven extremely
successful in such countries as Malaysia, Sri
Lanka, and Thailand, which invested for decades
in basic education, especially in the rural areas.
Other countries, such as Bangladesh, report
recent progress in increasing girls’ attendance,
but they also note that more attention needs to
be paid to the basic competencies and life skills
that girls are acquiring in primary school. Secu-
rity concerns in conflict-affected countries, such
as Nepal and Sri Lanka, also can dissuade par-
ents from sending their daughters to school.

Secondary Education
The UN Millennium Project has argued persua-
sively that secondary and higher levels of
education provide the highest returns for women’s

Progress on the Gender-Specific Goals
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empowerment, in terms of employment oppor-
tunities and impact on age of marriage, fertility,
and health, as well as the health and education
of children (especially girls).25 Countries in the
Asia and Pacific region have made substantial
progress in reducing gender gaps at the second-
ary level, but gaps persist in several countries,
and enrollment and completion rates are much
lower than at primary level. Table 2 shows coun-
tries with low enrollment ratios and/or low net
enrollment rates for girls or boys.26 (Compara-
tive data on completion rates were not available.)

Based on available 2001 data, the
UNESCAP/UNDP/ADB joint regional MDG
report estimates27 that the large majority of coun-
tries in Asia and the Pacific will meet the Goal 3
target of gender parity in secondary enrollment
by 2005. The countries that are farthest from
the target are the same as for primary educa-
tion: India, Nepal and Pakistan in South Asia;
Cambodia and Lao PDR in the GMS; and Papua
New Guinea in the Pacific. Afghanistan’s MDG
progress report makes clear that it is even far-
ther “off-target,” although it was not included
in the analysis of the joint regional MDG report
because of lack of comparable data. Starting from
higher enrollment levels, Myanmar, Tajikistan,
Tuvalu and Viet Nam are also projected to miss
the target in 2005 because of slow progress or a
decline in the enrollment ratio. The Pacific MDG
progress report also indicates low enrollment
ratios for Nauru, Niue, Palau, and Solomon
Islands. The joint regional MDG report projects
that if recent trends continue, India, Nepal,
Pakistan, and PNG could reach gender parity in
secondary enrollments by 2015, but prospects
for the other countries are unclear. Based on 2000
data, the UN Millennium Project estimates that
Cambodia, PRC, India, Kazakhstan, Lao PDR,
PNG, and Samoa will still be “off-track” in 2015.
In contrast, in several countries, a larger propor-
tion of girls than boys are now enrolled at sec-
ondary level, and Mongolia, Samoa, and Tonga
have enrollment ratios greater than 1.1.

Table 2 shows that the countries with the
widest gender gaps in secondary enrollments also
tend to have extremely low enrollment levels for
girls. Over three quarters of girls in Cambodia,
Pakistan, and PNG, and about two thirds of girls
in Lao PDR, Nepal, and Myanmar, are not

enrolled in secondary school. Several countries
that have reached gender parity or that have “re-
verse gender gaps” also have relatively low lev-
els of girls’ (and boys’) enrollment. Vanuatu, for
example, has an enrollment ratio of 1.03, but the
net enrollment rates for girls and boys are only
28% and 27%, respectively. Thus, about two
thirds of both girls and boys are not in secondary
school. Many countries’ MDG progress reports
also note a high incidence of girls dropping out,
particularly between lower secondary and up-
per secondary school. Some of the factors driv-
ing this trend include parents’ security concerns
when their adolescent daughters must travel long
distances to schools, lack of female teachers and
separate toilet facilities at schools, and social pres-
sures for early marriage. These factors are par-
ticularly relevant in South Asian countries where
conservative gender norms prevail, but also come
into play in Central Asian countries such as
Azerbaijan, Kyrgyz Republic, and Tajikistan, and
in ethnically diverse countries, such as Indone-
sia, where traditional gender norms and early
marriage are resurging in rural areas. Early mar-
riage also continues to be the norm among some
rural ethnic groups in Mekong countries, such as
the Lao PDR.

Given the high dropout risk for girls at the
secondary level, it is especially important to
monitor girls’ completion rates in lower and
upper secondary school. Qualitative indicators
are also needed to monitor the curriculum and
teachers’ attitudes to ensure that girls’ and boys’
capabilities are equally supported and that gen-
der stereotypes are not reinforced through the
school system. Most of the factors that influence
girls’ attendance in primary school—such as cost,
distance to school, separate toilet facilities and
presence of female teachers—apply even more
at the secondary level. Therefore, countries in the
region are generally pursuing similar strategies
to encourage girls to continue on to secondary
school. However, the social pressure for early
marriage in many rural areas represents an
additional barrier, and calls for special efforts to
persuade community leaders and parents of the
benefits of continued education for adolescent
girls. Education policies and regulations may also
prohibit married adolescents from attending sec-
ondary school. These policies and regulations
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need to be reexamined, and appropriate pro-
grams need to be developed to allow married
adolescents to continue their education.

Tertiary Education
A substantial number of countries in Asia and the
Pacific have achieved gender parity in tertiary
education, and several have reverse gender gaps.
However, enrollment rates tend to be much lower
than for secondary school. Table 3 includes

regional countries with the lowest enrollment
ratios and lowest gross enrollment rates for
women and men.28

Based on available 2001 data, the countries
that are farthest from the target of gender parity
in tertiary enrollments are Bangladesh, Cambo-
dia, Nepal, and Tajikistan. These countries, as
well as Lao PDR, PNG and Samoa, also have
gross enrollment rates below 10% for both women
and men. (India’s and Viet Nam’s gross enroll-

Progress on the Gender-Specific Goals

    T    T    T    T    Table 2: Selectable 2: Selectable 2: Selectable 2: Selectable 2: Selected Data on Gender Ped Data on Gender Ped Data on Gender Ped Data on Gender Ped Data on Gender Parity in Secondararity in Secondararity in Secondararity in Secondararity in Secondary Educationy Educationy Educationy Educationy Education

CountrCountrCountrCountrCountryyyyy Ratio of Girls' tRatio of Girls' tRatio of Girls' tRatio of Girls' tRatio of Girls' to Boo Boo Boo Boo Boys'ys'ys'ys'ys' TTTTTargeargeargeargearget Datt Datt Datt Datt Dateeeee Girls' NeGirls' NeGirls' NeGirls' NeGirls' Net Enrt Enrt Enrt Enrt Enrollmentollmentollmentollmentollment BoBoBoBoBoys' Neys' Neys' Neys' Neys' Net Enrt Enrt Enrt Enrt Enrollmentollmentollmentollmentollment
EnrEnrEnrEnrEnrollmentollmentollmentollmentollment fffffor Gender Por Gender Por Gender Por Gender Por Gender Parityarityarityarityarity 2002002002002001 (%)1 (%)1 (%)1 (%)1 (%) 2002002002002001 (%)1 (%)1 (%)1 (%)1 (%)

20020020020020011111 (actual or estimat(actual or estimat(actual or estimat(actual or estimat(actual or estimated)ed)ed)ed)ed)

Cambodia 0.60 2017 15 26
Pakistan 0.66 (2000) 2011 19 (gross 2000) 29 (gross 2000)
Lao PDR 0.73 2019 28 35
India 0.74 2014 42 (gross) 57 (gross)
Nepal 0.75 2005 37 (gross) 50 (gross)
Turkey 0.76 2013 66 (gross) 86 (gross)
PNG 0.77 2008 21 27
Tajikistan 0.82 – 73 86
Tuvalu 0.88 (1998) – 81 (gross) 87 (gross)
Viet Nam 0.92 2076 67 (gross) 72 (gross)
PRC 0.92 (2000) 2001 64 (gross 2000) 66 (gross 2000)
Myanmar 0.94 – 34 36
Iran, Islamic Republic of 0.95 2001 75 (gross) 79 (gross)
Thailand 0.95 (2000) 2000 81 (gross 2000) 85 (gross 2000)
Azerbaijan 0.97 2001 75 75
Kazakhstan 0.98 2001 83 90 (gross)
Australia 0.99 – 90 87
Indonesia 0.99 2001 47 (1999) 50 (1999)
Kyrgyz Rep. 1.00 2001 87 (gross) 86 (gross)
Vanuatu 1.03 2001 28 27
Armenia 1.06 2001 86 83
Brunei Darussalam 1.06 2001 91 (gross) 85
Macau, China 1.06 2001 75 68
Nauru 1.06 (1998) – 56 (gross 1998) 52 (gross 1998)
Fiji 1.07 2001 79 73
Maldives 1.07 2001 43 (2000) 37 (2000)
Georgia 1.08 2001 75 74
Bangladesh 1.10 2001 46 42
Malaysia 1.10 2001 73 66
Philippines 1.10 2001 62 51
Samoa 1.11 2001 65 58
Tonga 1.13 2001 77 67
Mongolia 1.20 2001 78 66

Sources: UN Statistics Division, MDG Indicators Database; UNESCO Institute for Statistics, Education Statistics; UNESCAP estimates (for
target year).
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ment rates for women are also below 10%, and
the rates for men are only slightly higher.) The
Pacific MDG progress report notes that Solomon
Islands and Vanuatu also have low enrollment
ratios. The UNESCAP/UNDP/ADB joint regional
MDG report estimates that if current trends con-
tinue, Cambodia, India, and Lao PDR can reach
gender parity by 2015, but prospects for the other
countries are less promising.29 Based on 2000
data, the UN Millennium Project estimates that
PRC, India, Nepal, Republic of Korea, and
Tajikistan will be falling behind or off-track in
2015.

In contrast, several countries in the region
have reverse gender gaps in enrollment at the
tertiary level. These include most of the Central
Asian countries (excluding Tajikistan), Malaysia,
Mongolia, Philippines, Thailand, Timor-Leste,
and several Pacific countries (Nauru, Niue, Palau,
and Samoa). However, even in countries with
reverse gender gaps, MDG progress reports note
strong patterns of “gender tracking” in the
selection of courses at the tertiary level, with
women concentrating in education and health
courses, while men predominate in science and
engineering.

Gender Parity in Literacy
In principle, literacy rates for women and men,
and the ratio of these literacy rates, should indi-
cate the quality of basic education that women
and men receive. However, countries measure
literacy differently, which raises questions about
the accuracy and comparability of literacy data.
Nevertheless, literacy rates and ratios provide a
general indication of regional trends, and are
useful for comparing basic educational capabili-
ties of segments of the population within a coun-
try (e.g., women and men, urban and rural
residents, and different caste and ethnic groups).
Table 4 shows regional countries with the lowest
literacy ratios and female and male literacy rates
for ages 15–24.30

Based on 2004 data, the vast majority of
countries in Asia and the Pacific have relatively
high women’s literacy rates (over 90%) and high
literacy ratios (over 0.90) for ages 15–24. Not
surprisingly, the countries with the lowest literacy
rates and literacy ratios also tend to be those with
the lowest primary and secondary enrollment
rates and ratios. In all of these countries, how-
ever, literacy rates are rising, reflecting the sub-
stantial increases in primary and secondary

   T   T   T   T   Table 3: Selectable 3: Selectable 3: Selectable 3: Selectable 3: Selected Data on Gender Ped Data on Gender Ped Data on Gender Ped Data on Gender Ped Data on Gender Parity in Tarity in Tarity in Tarity in Tarity in Tererererertiartiartiartiartiary Educationy Educationy Educationy Educationy Education

CountrCountrCountrCountrCountryyyyy Ratio of FRatio of FRatio of FRatio of FRatio of Female temale temale temale temale tooooo TTTTTargeargeargeargearget Datt Datt Datt Datt Date fe fe fe fe fororororor WWWWWomen'somen'somen'somen'somen's Men'sMen'sMen'sMen'sMen's
Male EnrMale EnrMale EnrMale EnrMale Enrollmentollmentollmentollmentollment Gender PGender PGender PGender PGender Parityarityarityarityarity GrGrGrGrGross Enross Enross Enross Enross Enrollmentollmentollmentollmentollment GrGrGrGrGross Enross Enross Enross Enross Enrollmentollmentollmentollmentollment

20020020020020011111  (actual or estimat (actual or estimat (actual or estimat (actual or estimat (actual or estimated)ed)ed)ed)ed) 2002002002002001 (%)1 (%)1 (%)1 (%)1 (%) 2002002002002001 (%)1 (%)1 (%)1 (%)1 (%)

Nepal 0.28 – 2 8
Tajikistan 0.33 – 7 22
Cambodia 0.40 2009 2 4
Bangladesh 0.49 – 4 8
Macao, China 0.52 – 46 90
PNG 0.54 (1998) – 1 (1998) 3 (1998)
Lao PDR 0.59 2007 4 7
Korea, Rep. of 0.60 2025 61 102
India 0.70 2014 9 13
Turkey 0.73 2009 21 29
Viet Nam 0.76 2082 9 11
Japan 0.86 – 45 53
Indonesia 0.87 2001 14 16

     Sources: UN Statistics Division, MDG Indicators Database; UNESCO Institute for Statistics, Education
     Statistics; UNESCAP estimates (for target year).
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enrollments over the past decade or more. Based
on 2000 data, the UN Millennium Project esti-
mates that only three countries in South Asia—
Bangladesh, Nepal and Pakistan—will have
literacy ratios below 0.90 by 2015. However, sev-
eral country MDG progress reports note that lit-
eracy rates and ratios are much lower in rural
areas and among ethnic minorities and disad-
vantaged castes, reflecting their more limited
access to quality education, including nonformal
education. In Pakistan, for example, only 24% of
women in rural areas are literate. For women in
remote areas and in seclusion because of strict
social norms, there is also the risk of “lost lit-
eracy” if they do not have opportunities to regu-
larly use their reading, writing, and numeric
skills.

Women’s Representation in Wage
Employment
Participation in wage employment can contrib-
ute to women’s empowerment by providing
independent income, autonomy, and status
within the family.31 A number of studies have
demonstrated that women are more likely than
men to spend their income on basic household
expenses, such as food, education, and
healthcare, and therefore women’s paid employ-
ment also provides substantial benefits to house-
holds, and to children in particular.32 For these
reasons, women’s representation in nonagricul-
tural wage employment was included as an
indicator of progress on Goal 3. However, the
limitations of the indicator need to be borne in

mind. First, it captures only formal sector
employment, and therefore excludes the vast
majority of women in developing countries who
are working in the informal sector and in agri-
culture. In India, for example, it is estimated that
86% of women’s nonagricultural employment is
in the informal sector.33 Second, the indicator
provides no information on the sectors in which
women are working, their wages and levels of
responsibility relative to men, or conditions of
work. Finally, the indicator does 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 agriculture provide
a starting point for tracking changes in women’s
economic activities in the region. Table 5 shows
countries in the region with the lowest levels of
women’s participation in nonagricultural wage
employment.34

Across the region, some distinct patterns can
be seen in women’s employment, related not only
to the dominant social norms within countries,
but also to larger economic and political forces
influencing the structure of national economies.
As Table 5 illustrates, the lowest levels of women’s
participation in wage employment are in South
Asia, where conservative social norms have his-
torically limited most women’s access to educa-
tion and work outside the home. However,
Bangladesh’s somewhat higher participation rate
(24% in 2003, compared with 18% in 1990),
reflects the rapid expansion of the garment
industry, which at its peak was employing close

Progress on the Gender-Specific Goals

TTTTTable 4: Selectable 4: Selectable 4: Selectable 4: Selectable 4: Selected Data on Gender Ped Data on Gender Ped Data on Gender Ped Data on Gender Ped Data on Gender Parity in Litarity in Litarity in Litarity in Litarity in Literacy Leeracy Leeracy Leeracy Leeracy Levvvvvelselselselsels

CountrCountrCountrCountrCountryyyyy Ratio of FRatio of FRatio of FRatio of FRatio of Female temale temale temale temale to Male Lito Male Lito Male Lito Male Lito Male Literacyeracyeracyeracyeracy,,,,, WWWWWomen's Litomen's Litomen's Litomen's Litomen's Literacyeracyeracyeracyeracy,,,,, Men's LitMen's LitMen's LitMen's LitMen's Literacyeracyeracyeracyeracy,,,,,
AAAAAges 1ges 1ges 1ges 1ges 15-25-25-25-25-24, 20044, 20044, 20044, 20044, 2004 AAAAAges 1ges 1ges 1ges 1ges 15-25-25-25-25-24, 2004 (%)4, 2004 (%)4, 2004 (%)4, 2004 (%)4, 2004 (%) AAAAAges 1ges 1ges 1ges 1ges 15-25-25-25-25-24, 2004 (%)4, 2004 (%)4, 2004 (%)4, 2004 (%)4, 2004 (%)

Pakistan 0.64 42 66
Bangladesh 0.71 41 58
India   0.74 (1990)   54 (1990) 73 (1990)
Nepal 0.75 60 81
PNG   0.84 (1990)   62 (1990) 74 (1990)
Cambodia 0.90 76 85
Lao PDR 0.90 75 83

Source: UN Statistics Division, MDG Indicators Database.
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to 2 million workers, mostly young women from
rural areas. The participation rates for India and
the Maldives have also increased substantially
over the last decade, which can be attributed in
part to the expansion of information-technology-
related services in India and the tourism indus-
try in the Maldives. Most countries in the region
for which trend data are available have seen
moderate increases in women’s participation in
wage employment since 1990. Some of the
notable exceptions are Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz
Republic, and Uzbekistan, in which women’s
participation has dropped. The MDG progress
reports for these and other Central Asian coun-
tries document the harsh impact of the economic
transition on women, who are now 1.5 times as
likely as men to be unemployed in Kazakhstan

and Kyrgyz Republic. The women who remain
in the formal sectors in these countries work
mainly in low-paying jobs in health and educa-
tion; many other women now are engaged in
“shuttle trade” and other informal sector work
to make ends meet.

Although not reflected in wage employment
data, the Asian financial crisis also appears to
have affected women’s employment in the crisis
countries. Studies note women’s disproportion-
ate layoffs in the Republic of Korea and Thai-
land as a result of the crisis, and the restructuring
of the Philippine garment industry, in which
many women lost formal jobs and now work as
subcontractors on a piece-rate basis.35 However,
the Asian crisis only accelerated changes already
under way, including the shift to more capital-

TTTTTable 5: Selectable 5: Selectable 5: Selectable 5: Selectable 5: Selected Data on Wed Data on Wed Data on Wed Data on Wed Data on Women’s Romen’s Romen’s Romen’s Romen’s Representationepresentationepresentationepresentationepresentation
in Nonagricultural Win Nonagricultural Win Nonagricultural Win Nonagricultural Win Nonagricultural Wage Emage Emage Emage Emage Emploploploploploymentymentymentymentyment

CountrCountrCountrCountrCountryyyyy WWWWWomen’s Nonagricultural Women’s Nonagricultural Women’s Nonagricultural Women’s Nonagricultural Women’s Nonagricultural Wage Emage Emage Emage Emage Emploploploploployment, 2003yment, 2003yment, 2003yment, 2003yment, 2003
(% of t(% of t(% of t(% of t(% of toooootal)tal)tal)tal)tal)

Pakistan  9
Bhutan 12 (1990)
Nepal 12 (1990)
Iran, Islamic Republic of 17 (1990)
India 18
Afghanistan 18 (1990)
Timor-Leste 19 (1990)
Turkey 21
Bangladesh 24
Indonesia 31
Solomon Islands 31 (1990)
PNG 35
Fiji Islands 36
Maldives 36
Myanmar 36 (1990)
Malaysia 38
Cook Islands 39
PRC 40
American Samoa 41 (1990)
Japan 41
Korea, Republic of 41
Philippines 41
French Polynesia 42
Lao PDR 42 (1990)
Uzbekistan 42
Sri Lanka 43
Kyrgyz Republic 44

Source: UN Statistics Division, MDG Indicators Database.
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intensive manufacturing processes and increased
subcontracting of labor-intensive work to small
workshops and home-based workers.36 Even
within factories, workers are often paid on piece-
rate basis and may have little protection against
exploitation, for example, if they are undocu-
mented migrants or temporary workers hired by
an outside agency, or if the factory is in an export
processing zone subject to lower labor stan-
dards.37 These trends have disproportionately
affected female workers, who tend to be concen-
trated in low-skilled, labor-intensive factory jobs.
MDG progress reports and other sources confirm
the general precariousness of women’s jobs in the
manufacturing sector, particularly the garment
industry. Large numbers of garment factory jobs
in exporting countries in the region are at risk
due to increased competition and uncertainty
following the phasing out of longstanding import
quotas under the World Trade Organization
(WTO) Agreement on Textiles and Clothing.

Progress reports for countries across the
region confirm strong patterns of horizontal gen-
der segregation in employment (with women
concentrated in low-paying sectors, such as edu-
cation and health), as well as vertical gender seg-
regation (with most women in lower-level jobs
or self-employed, and relatively few at manage-
ment levels). For example, a survey cited in the
PRC’s progress report on implementation of the
Beijing Platform for Action found that 67% of
urban employers specify the sex of new hires,
some refuse to hire women older than age 35,
and others prohibit women from remaining em-
ployed if they become pregnant. In Malaysia,
where women’s employment has shifted from
agriculture to manufacturing and services,
women predominate in teaching, clerical work,
sales and other services, with relatively few in
higher-paying professions and management po-
sitions. This is due in part to “gender tracking”
in the selection of courses at the tertiary level,
and in part to the fact that working women are
still primarily responsible for household and
childcare duties. Many countries also report large
and widening gender wage gaps, with the wid-
est reported by Timor-Leste (a 1–to–8 ratio).
UNESCAP estimates that women in the region
earn on average less than two thirds of men’s
income, with women in several countries earn-
ing 50% or less.38

Women’s Representation
in National Politics
Women’s participation in public decision mak-
ing is another important indicator of women’s
empowerment, and also has been linked to im-
provements in the implementation of government
programs and reduced levels of corruption.39

Women’s opportunities to influence public deci-
sion making are generally greater at the local
level, but it is difficult to monitor across coun-
tries because of limited data. Cross-country data
are available on women’s representation in na-
tional parliaments, and therefore this indicator
has been included as a proxy for women’s politi-
cal participation under Goal 3. Women’s pres-
ence in national parliaments does not guarantee
that they will be able to influence national policy,
especially where they are excluded from power-
ful legislative committees and in one-party sys-
tems where they have little representation in the
party apparatus. Nevertheless, this indicator pro-
vides a rough gauge of the openness of political
systems to women’s voices. Table 6 provides a
snapshot of the “highs” and “lows” in women’s
representation in national parliaments across the
region.40

Although no target was established for this
indicator under Goal 3, governments commit-
ted in the Beijing Platform for Action to aim for
gender balance in all government bodies, build-
ing on an initial target of 30% women’s partici-
pation set earlier by the UN Economic and Social
Council. No country in the Asia and Pacific region
has yet reached the 30% target in its national
parliament, but Timor-Leste and Viet Nam are
approaching it and the PRC, Democratic People’s
Republic of Korea, Lao PDR, Pakistan, and
Tajikistan have reached or exceeded 20%. At the
other end of the spectrum, several Pacific coun-
tries have no women parliamentarians at all, and
Marshall Islands, PNG, and Tonga have only one
each. (Although not yet reflected in the Inter-
Parliamentary Union [IPU] database, a recent
gender assessment of Azerbaijan reports that
women’s representation in its national parliament
dropped to 1% in 2004. The MDG progress
report for Bangladesh also notes that, as of early
2005, only 2% of parliamentarians were women,
which is a substantial drop from the 13%
reported to the IPU in 2001.) According to the
IPU, Asian countries average 15% women in their

Progress on the Gender-Specific Goals
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national parliaments, while Pacific countries
average 11%.41

The regional countries with the highest rates
of women’s representation in national parlia-
ments tend to be one-party states (such as PRC,
Lao PDR, and Viet Nam) or countries that have
introduced gender quotas for party lists or
reserved seats for women (such as Pakistan).
Timor-Leste’s success was mainly due to the
grassroots advocacy of women’s organizations.
Even without an official gender quota, women’s
organizations successfully lobbied for the inclu-
sion of women candidates on party lists.

About half of the countries in the region have
seen gradual increases in women’s representa-
tion over the past decade. However, roughly an
equal number have seen no change or declined.
The most dramatic drops in women’s represen-
tation were in the Central Asian countries and
Mongolia after the removal of Soviet-era quo-
tas. Women’s representation levels are rebound-
ing in some of these countries, especially where
gender quotas have been reintroduced (as in
Uzbekistan), but are still well below earlier lev-
els. In Azerbaijan, however, women’s represen-
tation has continued to deteriorate and now
stands at 1% (compared with 40% during the
Soviet era). Even in countries with relatively high
levels of women’s representation, female parlia-
mentarians tend to be excluded from the most
powerful committees and channeled mainly into
committees dealing with the social sectors and
women’s and children’s affairs.

Women’s representation in locally elected
bodies is similarly varied, according to limited
cross-country data and MDG progress reports.
United Cities and Local Governments estimates
that the average representation of women in lo-
cal councils in the region is 18%, ranging from
2% in Sri Lanka to 38% in India.42 As at the na-
tional level, one-party states and countries with
gender quotas or reserved seats for women at
the local level (including Bangladesh, India,
Nepal, and Pakistan) tend to have the highest
local participation rates. Locally elected women
in rural areas are often handicapped by limited
education and experience, and can be intimi-
dated or marginalized by powerful male politi-
cal leaders. However, studies from Bangladesh,
India, Nepal, and Pakistan have found that lo-
cally elected women can be extremely effective
in responding to the priorities of local women—
for example, for improved roads, water and sani-
tation facilities and health care, and for fair
resolution of family and property disputes—and
in monitoring government programs.43 India’s ex-
perience suggests that locally elected women are
more effective where they receive strong support
from the dominant political party (as in Kerala
and West Bengal) or from local nongovernment
organizations (NGOs).

Women’s representation in the civil service
also varies widely across the region. In
Bangladesh and Pakistan, for example, less than
10% of civil servants are women, compared with
over 50% in the Philippines and close to 60% in

TTTTTable 6: Selectable 6: Selectable 6: Selectable 6: Selectable 6: Selected Data on Wed Data on Wed Data on Wed Data on Wed Data on Women’s Romen’s Romen’s Romen’s Romen’s Representation in National Pepresentation in National Pepresentation in National Pepresentation in National Pepresentation in National Parliamentsarliamentsarliamentsarliamentsarliaments

Highest LeHighest LeHighest LeHighest LeHighest Levvvvvels of Rels of Rels of Rels of Rels of Representationepresentationepresentationepresentationepresentation LoLoLoLoLowwwwwest Leest Leest Leest Leest Levvvvvels of Rels of Rels of Rels of Rels of Representationepresentationepresentationepresentationepresentation
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Viet Nam 27 Micronesia 0
Timor-Leste 25 Nauru 0
Lao PDR 23 Palau 0
Pakistan 21 Solomon Islands 0
PRC 20 Tuvalu 0
Korea, DPR 20 PNG 1
Tajikistan 18 Marshall Islands 3
Uzbekistan 18 Kyrgyz Republic 3
Singapore 16 Tonga 3
Turkmenistan 16 Vanuatu 4

Source: Inter-Parliamentary Union Database (data on single house or lower house only).
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Thailand. Women hold much smaller percent-
ages of executive positions in government. In
Thailand, for example, only 14% of senior gov-
ernment positions are held by women, compared
with 60% in the civil service generally. Some of
the highest reported rates are in the Philippines
(35%) and Mongolia (31%).

Other Gender Issues
Most of the MDG progress reports for countries
in the Asia and Pacific region go beyond the in-
ternational target and indicators for Goal 3, and
report on progress and challenges in other areas
related to gender equality and women’s empow-
erment. Some of the frequently identified issues
follow.

Traditional assumptions, stereotypes
and practices. MDG progress reports and other
sources note that traditional assumptions about
gender roles and women’s and girls’ capabilities
continue to raise barriers to girls’ education, par-
ticularly at the secondary level and higher. At the
tertiary level, young women’s own socialization
appears to steer them to traditional areas of study
such as education and health. Early marriage
continues to be the norm in rural areas of many
countries, not only in South Asia but also in some
Mekong and Southeast Asian countries. Unreg-
istered early marriages are also becoming more
common in rural areas of Azerbaijan, Kyrgyz
Republic, and Uzbekistan, along with other tra-
ditional practices such as polygamy and bride

abductions (in Kyrgyz Republic). These practices
directly undermine countries’ efforts to empower
girls and women through education, and also
imperil their health (discussed further in the next
section) and limit their life choices. Many coun-
tries therefore recognize the need to engage with
community leaders and parents about the
importance of girls’ education, and to address
the security and cost issues that often deter par-
ents from sending their girls to school.

The seclusion of women, particularly in rural
areas of several South Asian countries, continues
to be a major barrier to adolescent girls’ educa-
tion, to women’s access to health care, and to
women’s general participation in economic and
political life. However, evidence from rural
women’s experience in self-help groups and
locally elected bodies in Bangladesh and India
demonstrates the potential to empower women
even in very conservative settings.

As discussed further in the next section, son
preference continues to exert a strong influence
in many countries in the region. Deteriorating
sex ratios and child mortality ratios in several
South Asian countries, as well as in the PRC and
recently Azerbaijan, point to a rise in sex-selec-
tive abortions and the neglect of infant girls. This
is not solely a rural phenomenon; in most dis-
tricts in the Indian state of Punjab, for example,
child sex ratios are actually lower in urban ar-
eas, probably due to the larger number of “sex
determination clinics” there.44 Ironically, this

Progress on the Gender-Specific Goals
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trend is continuing and even accelerating at a
time when the same countries have made sig-
nificant progress in improving child survival rates
and increasing life expectancies.

Women from marginalized groups—includ-
ing ethnic minorities, disadvantaged castes, refu-
gees, internally displaced persons, migrants and
people with disabilities—suffer multiple forms
of discrimination and disempowerment. Specific
strategies are needed to ensure that they have
access to basic services and income-generating
opportunities, security from harassment and vio-
lence, and a voice in public decision making. For
example, Lao PDR and Viet Nam have been sup-
porting programs to train more teachers and
health workers from ethnic minority communi-
ties. In India and Nepal, NGOs have been work-
ing successfully with women’s self-help groups
in disadvantaged caste and tribal communities
to promote literacy, better health care, and eco-
nomic and legal empowerment.

Violence against women. Countries across
the region have also identified violence against
women as a major obstacle to gender equality
and women’s empowerment under Goal 3. The
Millennium Declaration includes a specific com-
mitment to “combat all forms of violence against
women.” Thus, it is particularly appropriate for
countries to emphasize the issue in relation to
Goal 3. Although data on the incidence of vio-
lence are not generally captured in official cen-
suses, national health surveys increasingly include
questions about domestic and other forms of vio-
lence, and small-scale surveys conducted by
NGOs and others provide additional informa-
tion. Several MDG progress reports and recent
country gender assessments include statistics
from these surveys. While not necessarily repre-
sentative of the region as a whole, the statistics
are disturbing and indicate the magnitude of the
problem. Thailand’s MDG progress report notes
that 40% of women surveyed had experienced
domestic violence. The PRC progress report notes
that violence occurs in 30% of households, and
that this contributes to the country’s high sui-
cide rate among women. An official survey in
Tajikistan finds that 50% of women have experi-
enced sexual violence by their husbands. In the
Fiji Islands, 80% of women surveyed had wit-
nessed violence within their households, and 47%
knew a rape victim. A number of reports link

domestic violence to increased alcohol and drug
abuse by male family members, particularly in
Central Asian countries. While domestic violence
and rape are common problems across the region,
other forms of violence are more locally specific,
such as bride abductions in the Kyrgyz Repub-
lic, and acid-throwing, dowry deaths and honor
killings in parts of South Asia.

Women and girls in conflict-affected areas
are particularly vulnerable to violence. The mass
rape of women in East Timor by pro-Indonesian
militia at the time of the referendum on inde-
pendence is but one harrowing example.45 In
Nepal, there are reports of women being raped
by both Maoist insurgents and government sol-
diers, and fear of abduction or rape deters girls
from attending school and prevents women from
traveling to health centers even in cases of emer-
gency.46 Cambodia’s experience also demon-
strates that even after a conflict has ceased, men
may continue to act out on their wives and other
family members the violence they observed or
inflicted during the conflict.47

Several MDG progress reports note recent
efforts by governments and women’s organiza-
tions to tackle this problem, including enactment
of laws against domestic (and other forms of)
violence; establishment of special courts and
women’s police cells; treatment centers, safe
houses, and hotlines to assist victims; women-
only buses and train cars, and awareness-rais-
ing campaigns. However, a major challenge is to
change common perceptions—confirmed by
surveys in several countries—that domestic vio-
lence is acceptable and that victims of violence
are themselves at fault. This requires awareness-
raising and advocacy among men as well as
women, and the support of male political, reli-
gious and community leaders. Cambodia has
gone the farthest in addressing gender-based vio-
lence through the MDG framework. Under Goal
3, it has added a target to reduce significantly all
forms of violence against women and children,
together with indicators of public awareness,
counseling of domestic violence victims, devel-
opment and implementation of appropriate laws
and a prevention plan, and regular collection of
statistics.

Landownership. MDG progress reports
and other sources record continuing problems re-
lated to women’s ownership of land. Patrilineal
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rules and practices in many countries in the re-
gion have traditionally excluded women from in-
heriting and owning land, and these practices
continue in many rural areas. For example, in its
progress report on implementation of the Beijing
Platform for Action, Nepal notes that in the lat-
est census only 11% of women reported owning
land and 5% reported owning houses. Within the
last decade, gender and land issues have also
surfaced in transition countries where previously
state-owned land and collective farms have been
privatized into commercial farms and family-
owned plots. Reports indicate that in the Cen-
tral Asian countries and Mongolia, newly
privatized land plots have generally been regis-
tered to “heads of households,” usually male. As
a consequence, relatively few women in these
countries now own farmland, and if they do, the
plots tend to be small and of inferior quality.
Efforts are underway in some countries, such as
the Kyrgyz Republic and Tajikistan, to remedy
this problem through legislative changes. The
Women’s Union in Lao PDR and the Ministry of
Women’s Affairs in Cambodia took a proactive
role in the land reform and land titling processes
in those countries, and as a result their new land
laws expressly provide for registration of land in
the names of both husbands and wives. Viet Nam
has also taken steps to issue land-use certificates
in the names of both husbands and wives.

Migration, trafficking, and displace-
ment. Another major regional trend linked to
Goal 3 is the increased mobility of women and
men, both within countries and across borders.
Poverty and underemployment in rural areas,
and the perception of better job opportunities in
urban areas and other countries, fuel much of
the migration. While migration can improve fam-
ily incomes, it also places severe strains on both
the migrants and those who remain behind. Fam-
ily members who stay behind in rural areas—
typically married women, children and the
elderly—often struggle to manage the family
farm or business with limited resources. Migrant
workers—both those from rural areas and from
neighboring countries—often settle in slum areas
of cities and have limited or no access to basic
services. Migrants often work long hours under
harsh or unsafe conditions for low pay, mainly in
the informal sector where they have little or no

legal protection. While migrants in the past
tended to be primarily male, in recent years in-
creasing numbers of women in the region—in-
cluding young women—are migrating for work.
They include shuttle traders and day laborers in
Central Asia; factory workers in Bangladesh,
Cambodia, PRC, Fiji Islands, and other coun-
tries; domestic workers from Indonesia, Philip-
pines, and Sri Lanka working elsewhere in the
region and in the Middle East; and many oth-
ers. In terms of Goal 3, migration can expand
women’s employment opportunities and increase
their autonomy and status within their families.
However, migration can also cut short young
women’s education and draw them into harsh
working environments where they are vulnerable
to abuse. At worst, young women and girls
intending to migrate for work may instead be
trafficked and forced to work in sweatshops, pri-
vate homes, or brothels under slave-like condi-
tions. It is estimated that about 1.4 million people
in Asia and the Pacific have been trafficked into
forced labor. Of these, 98% of persons trafficked
into sex work, and 56% of those trafficked into
other types of forced work, are women and girls.48

MDG progress reports for countries across the
region—panning Central Asia, the GMS and
South Asia—confirm that trafficking in women
and girls is a growing problem that they are
attempting to address through legislation and law
enforcement, awareness-raising, and support
services for trafficking victims.

Large numbers of women and men in the
region are also forced to migrate due to conflicts
and natural disasters. Within refugee and inter-
nally displaced populations, women are dispro-
portionately affected by the lack of access to
water, sanitation, reproductive health care, and
other basic services. Single women (including
widows) are especially vulnerable to exploitation,
harassment, and violence. Azerbaijan, for
example, reports that its large population of refu-
gees and forced migrants includes over 400,000
women (over 100,000 of whom are without a
spouse).49 Many have been living under terrible
conditions in tent cities, railroad cars, and other
primitive types of shelter. A widow returning
home after a conflict or natural disaster also may
have difficulty claiming compensation from the
government or reclaiming family land because
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she is not recognized as the head of household or
legal owner of family property.

Other Gender-Related Indicators
Recognizing the limitations of the international
target and indicators for Goal 3, the UN Millen-
nium Project has recommended additional
“core” indicators to better track countries’
progress in key dimensions of gender equality and
women’s empowerment, and has encouraged
countries to develop their own locally appropri-
ate targets and indicators.50 UNDP has also rec-
ommended disaggregating the main Goal 3
indicators—for example, by urban/rural, prov-
ince and ethnicity—and to disaggregate indica-
tors for the other MDGs by sex.51 In fact, several
countries in the region are already providing dis-
aggregated data for Goal 3 by urban/rural, by
province and, in some respects, by ethnicity. Sev-
eral have also identified other national targets
and indicators for Goal 3, many of which over-
lap with those suggested by the UN Millennium
Project (see Box 3). These expanded targets and
indicators are also consistent with the broader
set of gender equality objectives endorsed at the
World Summit in September 2005 (see Appen-
dix 2).

Goal 5–Improve Maternal
Health

Women’s health is an essential capability, and is
also closely linked to the well-being of children
and other family members. Despite substantial
investments in health interventions by govern-
ments, donors, and NGOs, women in many
countries across the Asia and Pacific region con-
tinue to suffer high rates of death or disability
associated with childbirth, respiratory and water-
borne diseases, malnutrition and anemia, as well
as increasing rates of HIV infection. The MDGs
take a fragmented approach to women’s health,
with the main focus being on maternal health
(Goal 5) and more specifically maternal mortal-
ity (Target 6). As discussed in the next section,
most of the other goals implicitly support
women’s and girls’ health, including Goal 1
(eradicate extreme poverty and hunger), Goal 4
(reduce child mortality), Goal 6 (combat HIV/
AIDS, malaria and other diseases), and Goal 7
(ensure environmental sustainability—including

access to safe drinking water and sanitation).
Conspicuously absent from the MDGs is a goal
directly addressing women’s sexual and repro-
ductive health, although this is a core element of
women’s general health and also critical to
women’s control over their own lives. In response,
the UN Millennium Project and others have rec-
ommended that Goals 3 and 5 be interpreted
broadly to encompass sexual and reproductive
health,52 and several countries in the region have
already included a separate target and indica-
tors on sexual/reproductive health in their na-
tional MDGs (see Box 4). The World Summit in
September 2005 explicitly endorsed “equal
access to reproductive health” in its commitments
to gender equality and women’s empowerment
(see Appendix 2).

Deaths and complications associated with
pregnancy and childbirth account for a large
portion of women’s deaths and health-related
disabilities overall. Despite international and
national commitments to invest in maternal
health care, maternal deaths are still extraordi-
narily high—over 500,000 deaths each year
worldwide, with about 50% of these deaths in
Asia and the Pacific (and over 25% in India
alone). Moreover, for every maternal death, it is
estimated that 30–50 additional women suffer
debilitating complications from pregnancy or
childbirth.53 This translates into between 7.5 and
12.5 million women suffering pregnancy or birth-
related complications in Asia and the Pacific each
year. These sobering figures explain the strong
MDG focus on reducing maternal mortality
under Goal 5, and the particular relevance of this
goal in Asia and the Pacific.

Target 6–Reduce the Maternal
Mortality Ratio
The measurement of maternal mortality is
fraught with complications and weaknesses, par-
ticularly in the poorest countries where the reg-
istration of births and deaths is incomplete and
often nonexistent in rural areas. Where deaths
are recorded, pregnancy or birth-related causes
may not be mentioned. National health surveys
are an alternative source of information on
maternal deaths, but the size of survey samples
often precludes reliable estimates, especially for
countries with small populations and for com-
parisons of states or provinces within countries.
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The maternal mortality ratio—one of the two
main indicators for Goal 5—therefore needs to
be treated with great caution. Because 80% of
maternal deaths result from obstetric complica-
tions,54  the availability of emergency obstetric
facilities and skilled health personnel are now
considered the main factors in preventing
maternal deaths. The proportion of births
attended by skilled health personnel—the other
main indicator for Goal 5—provides a partial
measure of the capability of health systems to
prevent maternal deaths. Table 7 shows coun-
tries in the region with the highest maternal
mortality ratios.55 Not surprisingly, these coun-
tries also tend to have the lowest rates of skilled
attendance at births in the region.

Based on 2000 data, 14 countries in the
region have maternal mortality ratios of 200 (per
100,000 live births) or more, and 6 countries have
ratios of 500 or more, with the highest ratio by
far in Afghanistan (1,900). Afghanistan’s is also
one of the highest reported national maternal
mortality ratios in the world, second only to Sierra
Leone. In terms of absolute numbers of mater-
nal deaths, India ranks highest in the world with
an estimated 136,000 deaths in 2000. Based on
2000 data, the UNESCAP/UNDP/ADB joint
regional MDG report estimates that over half of
the region’s countries with high maternal mor-
tality ratios will fail to meet the Goal 5 target
(reducing the ratio by three quarters between
1990 and 2015).56 In Afghanistan, Timor-Leste,
Lao PDR, and Philippines, maternal deaths are
coming down too slowly. In India, Pakistan,
Myanmar, and Kazakhstan, official maternal
mortality rates have actually risen since 1995.
The joint regional MDG report finds that a sig-
nificant number of countries with lower mater-
nal mortality rates in 1990 will also fail to meet
their Goal 5 targets because of slow progress in
reducing the rates further, or recent increases in
the rates. These include even Malaysia and Sri
Lanka, which have been widely praised for their
past success in significantly reducing maternal
deaths.57 These projections need to be treated
cautiously, however, because of the basic
unreliability of maternal mortality statistics and
the possibility that some recent increases in offi-
cial ratios may be due to improvements in data
collection.

Country MDG progress reports provide

important supplemental information on varia-
tions in maternal mortality rates within coun-
tries, and on the country-specific factors
contributing to maternal deaths. Some progress
reports (for example, for Indonesia and PNG)
are less optimistic than the UNESCAP/UNDP/
ADB joint regional MDG report estimates, and
predict that the countries will not reach their Goal
5 targets by 2015. Others note that the actual
maternal death rate is probably much higher
than the official figure (close to five times higher
in Viet Nam). Virtually all progress reports note
wide variations in maternal mortality rates
between urban and rural areas, with extremely
high mortality rates in some remote provinces or
areas. In Afghanistan, for example, Badakstan
has a maternal mortality rate of 6,500, about
the highest ever reported in the world. In
Tajikistan, with a national maternal mortality
rate of 100, one region reports a mortality rate
of 1,075. In Viet Nam, provincial rates range from
45 to 411. Malaysia and Mongolia report higher
maternal mortality rates among migrant work-
ers who have little or no access to health care
services. In Malaysia, for example, 42% of
maternal deaths are now among non-Malaysian
women. In the GMS and South Asia, women from
ethnic minority groups or scheduled castes also
have higher mortality rates. Similar variations
are found in levels of skilled attendance at birth.
In Viet Nam, for example, over 80% of ethnic
minority women deliver at home, compared with
less than 30% of women in the dominant Kinh
ethnic group.

As in education, some regional patterns
emerge. In the GMS and South Asia, most coun-
tries started from extremely high levels of
maternal mortality, with very limited maternal
health services provided in rural areas. These
countries are reducing maternal deaths as they
extend and improve basic health services in the
rural areas (albeit at very different rates of
progress). In contrast, the Central Asian coun-
tries generally had well-developed health facili-
ties before 1990, staffed with skilled personnel
in rural as well as urban areas, and relatively
low maternal mortality rates. These health sys-
tems came under considerable strain during the
1990s as health budgets were cut, and several of
these countries as well as Mongolia have seen
their maternal mortality rates climb as the qual-
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ity of rural health services has deteriorated (in
Azerbaijan, from 22 in 1990 to 94 in 2000). By
1990, Southeast Asian countries, such as Malay-
sia and Thailand, had already made significant
progress in lowering their maternal mortality
rates through steady and strategic investment in
their rural health systems. Now they are finding
it harder and more expensive to extend mater-
nal health services to the most underserved
groups—migrant women and women in the very
remote rural areas. In the Pacific, maternal mor-
tality rates and rates of skilled attendance at birth
are generally better than for the region as a whole
(with PNG and Solomon Islands lagging behind).
However, women on remote islands and in the
highlands of PNG have much less access to
maternal health services.

Factors Contributing to Maternal Health
(or Health Risk)
Notwithstanding these regional differences, MDG
progress reports and other sources point to sev-
eral common factors contributing to the high lev-
els of maternal deaths in Asia and the Pacific:

Quality emergency obstetric care pro-
vided by skilled and culturally appropriate
health personnel. Virtually all countries recog-
nize the need to equip health centers to handle
basic obstetric complications, with procedures to
refer more complicated cases to district or pro-
vincial hospitals. In the Kyrgyz Republic, for ex-
ample, the deterioration of rural health facilities
has resulted in more women delivering at home.
Equally important is the staffing of health cen-
ters with skilled personnel who are available at
all times (24/7) and who are trusted by women
patients. In rural areas of South Asia where con-
servative gender norms prevail, female health
professionals play a critical role. Pakistan’s MDG
progress report, for example, notes that only 5%
of government health facilities provide emergency
obstetric care 24/7, that female health workers
lack skills in basic obstetric care, and that there
are too few female doctors to handle more com-
plicated cases. Afghanistan’s progress report notes
that only 40% of health facilities have female
workers, and that this is a major limitation on
women’s access to health services. The Lao PDR
also reports that language and cultural differ-
ences are major challenges in extending mater-
nal health services to ethnic minority women.

Many countries are finding it difficult to recruit
and retain female health workers in rural areas,
particularly where rural health facilities are
poorly equipped, living conditions are harsh, and
there are higher-paying jobs in urban areas. In
rural Pakistan, for example, female health work-
ers face the same restrictive gender norms as their
female patients, which can affect their mobility,
their treatment by male co-workers and com-
munity leaders, and their effectiveness.58 Several
countries, including Fiji Islands, Philippines and
Tajikistan, are also seeing emigration of many
doctors and nurses, and this has ripple effects
throughout the health system. Access to repro-
ductive health services, and especially to emer-
gency obstetric care, is especially limited in
conflict-affected areas and among refugee and
internally displaced groups.59

Public investment, decentralization, and
fees for services. The financing of maternal
health services strongly influences the quality of
services and their affordability, especially to poor
women. The PRC’s MDG progress report notes
that public expenditures on health are only 15%
of 1999 levels, and that chronic underfunding of
public health services is hampering further
reductions in maternal mortality. Similar cut-
backs in funding have also curtailed maternal
health services in Mongolia and Central Asian
countries. MDG progress reports for the PRC,
Indonesia, and Philippines note that the decen-
tralization of basic services also has had a nega-
tive impact on maternal health services,
especially in the poorest provinces. Poor prov-
inces have limited capacity to generate their own
financial resources to fund local health services,
and also have more limited human resources and
technical capacity to manage a multi-tiered
health system, including referrals of obstetric
emergencies. To compensate for the reduced
public funding of health services, many health
systems have introduced fees for services (both
formal and informal). However, fees and other
costs are a major deterrent to poor women in
need of antenatal and obstetric care. The PRC
progress report notes that 63% of patients re-
ferred to hospitals in 1998 did not go because of
cost concerns. Progress reports for Cambodia,
Lao PDR, and Sri Lanka also note the negative
effect of fees and other costs on women’s access
to health services.
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Contraceptive use. Access to contraceptives
allows women to avoid frequent pregnancies,
which severely strain their health and increase
the likelihood of complications in pregnancy or
childbirth. Use of contraceptives also decreases
the likelihood that women will have abortions in
the case of unwanted pregnancies. (Countries in
the region report that unsafe abortions account
for at least 10% of maternal deaths; Viet Nam
notes that 50% of abortions result in complica-
tions.) In most countries in the region, use of
modern contraceptives has increased, although
prevalence rates are still extremely low in
Afghanistan (4%) and Timor-Leste (7%) and in
rural areas of many other countries. The Fiji
Islands and the Philippines, however, have seen
recent decreases in contraceptive use. Contra-
ceptive use in Central Asian countries is still rela-
tively low (only 12% in Azerbaijan), a legacy of
the Soviet era in which abortion was the most
common form of birth spacing. As reflected in
Table 7, about one third of couples in Cambo-
dia, Nepal, and Pakistan have an unmet need
for family planning, and the need is likely to be
higher in rural areas.

Women’s nutrition and overall health.
Severe malnutrition and anemia increase the like-
lihood that women will suffer complications in
pregnancy or childbirth. Malaria, tuberculosis,
and sexually-transmitted infections (STIs) in-
cluding HIV/AIDS, as well as respiratory and
waterborne diseases, also can contribute to these
complications. Countries across the region report
high rates of malnutrition and iron deficiency
anemia (typically over 50%) among women of
childbearing age. As discussed in the next sec-
tion, malaria is a significant health threat in sev-
eral countries, and high rates of STIs in several
countries increase women’s susceptibility to HIV/
AIDS. Unsafe water sources are still widely used
in rural areas across the region. Several MDG
progress reports also note the health risks, mainly
to women and girls, of the extensive use of wood
as a household fuel in many countries.

Adolescent pregnancy and early mar-
riage. Adolescents are at a much higher risk of
complications in pregnancy and childbirth. They
are also much less likely to have access to con-
traceptives and the power to negotiate safe sex
with their partners. As discussed above, early

TTTTTable 7able 7able 7able 7able 7: Select: Select: Select: Select: Selected Data on Mated Data on Mated Data on Mated Data on Mated Data on Maternal Morernal Morernal Morernal Morernal Mortality and Rtality and Rtality and Rtality and Rtality and Relatelatelatelatelated Fed Fed Fed Fed Factactactactactorororororsssss

CountrCountrCountrCountrCountryyyyy MatMatMatMatMaternalernalernalernalernal TTTTTargeargeargeargearget Datt Datt Datt Datt Dateeeee BirBirBirBirBirths Aths Aths Aths Aths Attttttttttendedendedendedendedended ModernModernModernModernModern UUUUUnmenmenmenmenmet Need ft Need ft Need ft Need ft Need fororororor
MorMorMorMorMortalitytalitytalitytalitytality,,,,, (actual or(actual or(actual or(actual or(actual or bbbbby Skilled Healthy Skilled Healthy Skilled Healthy Skilled Healthy Skilled Health ContraceptivContraceptivContraceptivContraceptivContraceptiveeeee FFFFFamily Planningamily Planningamily Planningamily Planningamily Planning

20002000200020002000 estimatestimatestimatestimatestimated)ed)ed)ed)ed) PPPPPererererersonnelsonnelsonnelsonnelsonnel Use AmongUse AmongUse AmongUse AmongUse Among  (lat (lat (lat (lat (latest, %)est, %)est, %)est, %)est, %)
(per 1(per 1(per 1(per 1(per 100,00000,00000,00000,00000,000 (lat(lat(lat(lat(latest, %)est, %)est, %)est, %)est, %) Married WMarried WMarried WMarried WMarried Women,omen,omen,omen,omen,

livlivlivlivlive bire bire bire bire births)ths)ths)ths)ths) aged 1aged 1aged 1aged 1aged 15–495–495–495–495–49
 (lat (lat (lat (lat (latest, %)est, %)est, %)est, %)est, %)

Afghanistan 1,900 – 14  4 –
Nepal 740 2009 11 35 28
Timor-Leste 660 2017 24 – –
Lao PDR 650 – 19 29 –
India 540 – 43 43 16
Pakistan 500 – 23 20 32
Cambodia 450 2009 32 19 30
Bhutan 420 2000 24 19 –
Bangladesh 380 2007 14 47 15
Myanmar 360 – 56 33 –
PNG 300 2000 53 20 –
Indonesia 230 2003 68 57  9
Kazakhstan 210 – 99 53  9
Philippines 200 2031 60 28 19

Sources: UN Statistics Division, MDG Indicators Database; UNESCAP estimates (target dates); UN Millennium Project, Taking Action: Achieving
Gender Equality and Empowering Women (2005) (unmet need for family planning).
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marriage continues to be the norm in rural areas
of several countries, particularly South Asia, and
is experiencing resurgence in some Central Asian
countries. Several countries also report increases
in sexual activity among unmarried adolescents.
Without access to contraceptives, adolescent girls
are more likely to resort to unsafe abortions in
the event of pregnancy. Tajikistan reports
increases in adolescent abortions, and
Turkmenistan notes that 25% of all maternal
deaths are among women under 25 years old. In
response, Turkmenistan has established several
centers dedicated to adolescent reproductive
health. Several other countries recognize the
need, but have not yet developed concrete pro-
grams to extend reproductive health services to
adolescents.

Role of men in reproductive health mat-
ters. At the International Conference on Popula-
tion and Development in Cairo in 1994, the
world’s governments committed to promote
men’s involvement and shared responsibility in
family and reproductive health matters. In light
of the looming HIV/AIDS crisis, several countries
in Asia and the Pacific have introduced programs
targeting men and adolescent boys to promote
safer sexual behavior. India and Indonesia, among
other countries, have also introduced programs
to encourage men to be more involved in their
wives’ pregnancies and childbirth, including ac-
companying their wives to antenatal clinics and
arranging transport to health centers for the de-
liveries. Other countries, such as Viet Nam, are
promoting more equitable sharing of household
and parenting responsibilities. However, these
programs tend to be relatively small and frag-
mented. As the UN Population Fund (UNFPA)

argues, men’s participation and partnership are
essential to the achievement of gender equality
and the other gender-related MDGs, including
Goal 5.60

Other Targets and Indicators
of Maternal Health
Recognizing the limitations of the Goal 5 target
and indicators, the UN Millennium Project and
others have recommended an additional indica-
tor for the current Goal 5 target on maternal
mortality and a new target and indicators for
reproductive health services. The expanded set
of targets and indicators for Goal 5 are summa-
rized in Box 4.

The proposed indicator for reducing mater-
nal deaths (coverage of emergency obstetric care)
directly addresses the main systemic gap con-
tributing to maternal deaths. The proposed tar-
get on reproductive health services is not new,
but builds on commitments governments made
at the International Conference on Population
and Development in Cairo in 1994. Several coun-
tries in the region (including Bangladesh, Cam-
bodia, PRC, Mongolia, and Philippines) have
already established a national goal or target on
reproductive health services, and virtually all
countries are already reporting on two or more
of the suggested indicators under Goal 5 or Goal
6. Two of the suggested indicators for reproduc-
tive health services overlap with supplemental
indicators recommended for Goal 3 (see Box 3)
These expanded targets and indicators are also
consistent with the commitment made by gov-
ernments at the 2005 World Summit to ensure
“equal access to reproductive health” (see
Appendix 2).
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BoBoBoBoBox 3: Expanded Indicatx 3: Expanded Indicatx 3: Expanded Indicatx 3: Expanded Indicatx 3: Expanded Indicatororororors of Gender Eqs of Gender Eqs of Gender Eqs of Gender Eqs of Gender Equality and Wuality and Wuality and Wuality and Wuality and Women's Emomen's Emomen's Emomen's Emomen's Empopopopopowwwwwermentermentermentermenterment
(indicators proposed by the United Nations Millennium Project in italics)

IndicatIndicatIndicatIndicatIndicatororororor
Education
• Ratio of female to male enrollment rates

(gross or net) in primary (P), secondary (S,)
and tertiary (T) education

• Ratio of female to male completion rates in
primary, secondary, and tertiary education

Sexual and Reproductive Health/Rights
• Proportion of contraceptive demand

satisfied
• Adolescent fertility rate
• Proportion of women married before 18

years
• Maternal malnutrition rate

Infrastructure
• Hours per day (or year) men and women

spend fetching water and collecting fuel

Property Rights
• Landownership by male, female, and jointly

held
• Housing title, disaggregated by male,

female, and jointly held
• Share of loans, by lender and sex of

borrower

Employment
• Share of women in employment, both wage

and self-employment, by type
• Gender gaps in earnings in wage and self-

employment
• Unemployment rates, by sex
• Percentage of workforce in informal

economy, by sex
• Proportion of workers who are employers,

employees, self-employed, etc., by sex

Participation in Public Decision Making
• Percentage of seats held by women in

national parliament
• Percentage of seats held by women in local

government bodies
• Proportion of women judges, ministers,

governors, police, etc.

Violence Against Women
• Prevalence of domestic violence
• Violent crimes against women
• Trafficking of women and girls

Countries RCountries RCountries RCountries RCountries Reporeporeporeporeportingtingtingtingting

Virtually all countries (P and S); most countries (T)

PHI; others include general references to dropout,
repeat and completion rates

INO, NEP, PHI; most others report prevalence rate
BAN, PHI; others refer to adolescent girls' health
issues
BAN (target), BHU, INO, NEP, PAK
Most countries

BHU (general reference to women's time burden
collecting water in rural areas)

VIE (target)

VIE

CAM (target)
BAN, CAM, LAO, MAL, TAJ

BAN, KAZ, KYR, MAL, PRC, TAJ, THA, TKM, VIE

AZE, KAZ, TAJ, TKM, UZB
PHI, THA, TKM

KYR, MAL, PHI, THA, TKM

CAM (target)
Most countries; THA and VIE (targets)

BAN, CAM, MAL, PRC, TAJ; THA and VIE (targets)

CAM, MON, PHI, TAJ; THA and VIE (targets)

CAM (target)
MON, PHI, PRC, THA; BAN and VIE (target)
CAM, KYR, THA
KYR; others refer generally to trafficking problem

Source: UN Millennium Project, Taking Action: Achieving Gender Equality and Empowering Women (2005); MDG progress reports.
Note: A key to country abbreviations is provided in Appendix 4.
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BoBoBoBoBox 4: Expanded Tx 4: Expanded Tx 4: Expanded Tx 4: Expanded Tx 4: Expanded Targeargeargeargeargets and Indicatts and Indicatts and Indicatts and Indicatts and Indicatororororors fs fs fs fs for Mator Mator Mator Mator Maternal Healthernal Healthernal Healthernal Healthernal Health
(additions proposed by the United Nations Millennium Project in italics)

TTTTTargeargeargeargeargettttt

1. Reduce by three quarters, between
1990 and 2015, the maternal mortality
ratio, ensuring faster progress among
the poor and other marginalized
groups.

[Viet Nam has already formulated its
Goal 5 target along these lines.]

2. Provide universal access to repro-
ductive health services by 2015
through the primary health care
system, ensuring faster progress
among the poor and other marginalized
groups.

[Bangladesh, Cambodia, PRC,
Mongolia, and Philippines have already
set separate goals or targets on access
to reproductive health services.]

IndicatIndicatIndicatIndicatIndicatororororor

• Maternal mortality ratio

• Proportion of births attended by
skilled health personnel

• Coverage of emergency obstetric
care

• Contraceptive prevalence rate

• Proportion of desire for family
planning satisfied

• Adolescent fertility rate

• HIV prevalence among 15–to–24-
year-old pregnant women

Countries RCountries RCountries RCountries RCountries Reporeporeporeporeportingtingtingtingting

Virtually all countries

Virtually all countries

BAN, MAL, PAK; others refer generally
to limited availability

Most countries

INO, NEP, and PHI (in terms of unmet
need)

BAN, PHI; others refer generally to
adolescent health issues

Most countries

Sources: UN Millennium Project, Who’s Got the Power? Transforming Health Systems for Women and Children (2005);  MDG progress
reports.
Note: A key to country abbreviations is provided in Appendix 4.
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IV. Gender Dimensions of
Progress on Other Goals

Apart from Goals 3 and 5, the MDGs do not
expressly address gender issues, although the
Goal 2 target—ensuring that both boys and girls
complete primary school—has a gender equity
dimension. Even so, MDG progress reports and
other studies from Asian and Pacific countries
confirm the interrelationships between the gen-
der-specific MDGs and all of the other goals, as
well as the importance of including a gender
perspective in any strategy to achieve these goals.

Goal 1–Eradicate Extreme
Poverty and Hunger

Target 1–Reduce Income Poverty
Although poverty is widely recognized to have
multiple dimensions—including diminished
capabilities, insecurity and disempowerment—
the target and indicators for Goal 1 measure only
income poverty. Because these income poverty
measures are based on household-level data, they
provide little indication of the allocation of in-
come, consumption, and assets within house-
holds, and specifically between women and men,
and girls and boys. The household survey data
underlying these poverty measures do permit
comparisons based on the characteristics of the
“head of household,” and therefore most coun-
tries in the region distinguish between male- and
female-headed households in their poverty moni-
toring and analysis. It is often assumed that
female-headed households are more vulnerable
to poverty, and several MDG progress reports
bear this out (including those for Bangladesh,

K azakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic, Malaysia,
Mongolia, Sri Lanka, and Tajikistan). However,
this is not always the case. Viet Nam, for example,
reports that female-headed households gener-
ally have lower poverty rates, perhaps because
the households are smaller or because male fam-
ily members are working elsewhere and sending
back remittances. A recent country gender
assessment for Timor-Leste also reports that
male-headed households are generally poorer in
terms of income poverty, although female house-
hold heads are at a disadvantage in many other
respects (including access to land and employ-
ment opportunities). Female-headed households
also are not a homogeneous category. In Sri
Lanka, for example, the most vulnerable are
female-headed households in slums, on planta-
tion estates, and in conflict-affected areas.

Analysis of income poverty data on the basis
of the sex of the household head is of limited util-
ity. In virtually all countries, the vast majority of
households are headed by men. Other techniques
are needed to estimate the relative well-being of
women, girls, and boys within these households.
For example, a recent study recalculated pov-
erty levels within households in Tajikistan based
on various assumptions about the allocation of
resources between men and women within the
households.61 Time use surveys can also illumi-
nate the constraints of “time poverty” on women,
resulting from the unequal distribution of care
work within households and communities.62

Participatory poverty assessments, country gen-
der assessments, and other qualitative studies
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also illuminate the different impacts of poverty
on women and men, as well as their different
coping strategies. In Central Asian countries, for
example, many women who lost formal sector
jobs during the economic transition have turned
to informal activities such as the “shuttle trade.”
In Mongolia, many poor herding families have
taken their sons out of school to help with herd-
ing activities. The Lao PDR’s national poverty
reduction strategy notes that poor women in ru-
ral areas generally use a wider range of positive
coping strategies than men, including reducing
expenses, raising small livestock and poultry,
gardening, and producing handicrafts. Other
studies note that women in poor rural areas often
cope with food insecurity by reducing their own
food intake (eating less and eating last). An
increasingly common coping strategy for poor
households across the region is for one or more
family members to migrate for work—either to
an urban area within the country or to another
country. As discussed in Section III.B.5, migra-
tion can increase household income, but invari-
ably places strains on both the migrant and those
who remain behind. Migration also poses par-
ticular risks for women, especially young women.

For most countries in the region, poverty
continues to be concentrated primarily in rural
areas. However, MDG progress reports also point
out several “new” forms of poverty that have
emerged, often with specific impacts on women.
In the Central Asian countries and Mongolia, for
example, massive layoffs during the economic
transition left many unemployed. With few al-
ternatives, many women turned to informal work
including the “shuttle trade” and day labor. As
discussed in Section III.B.5, land reform pro-
grams introduced after the transition allocated
relatively little land to women farmers, and they
had less access to irrigation and agricultural ser-
vices. In Mongolia, many women have migrated
to urban centers for work, and female-headed
households in urban slums are now among the
poorest groups. In several countries, the expan-
sion of the garment-manufacturing sector over
the past 10 years has provided jobs to large num-
bers of young women, mostly from poor rural
areas. However, recent declines in global de-
mand, coupled with greater competition from the
PRC and India, have resulted in layoffs and plant
closures in some countries, and more are ex-

pected. With limited education and technical
training, laid-off garment workers have few
alternatives, and microstudies in some countries
indicate that many of them are turning to sex
work to support themselves. Internal conflicts and
natural disasters in several countries have also
driven many people into poverty by causing
death and injuries, destroying homes and liveli-
hoods, and disrupting basic services. Both Nepal
and Sri Lanka, for example, report that women
in conflict areas are particularly vulnerable to
poverty, deprivation of basic services and vio-
lence.

Target 2–Reduce Hunger
Gender concerns related to hunger and malnu-
trition operate on several levels. MDG progress
reports and other studies point out that a large
percentage of women of childbearing age in the
region suffer from iron deficiency anemia, with
rates as high as 75% in Nepal and 80% in
Tajikistan. Iodine and vitamin A deficiencies are
also common. These deficiencies contribute to
up to 20% of maternal deaths, and maternal
malnutrition also contributes to low birth weight
in newborns, perpetuating the cycle of depriva-
tion.63 In response, a large number of countries
in the region have introduced programs to pro-
vide micronutrient supplements to pregnant
women. However, as the UN Millennium Project
and others have pointed out, this type of inter-
vention is generally too limited and too late to be
effective. Broader nutrition programs, particu-
larly those targeting adolescent girls, hold greater
promise for young women and their children.

At another level, women’s awareness of
healthy feeding practices for newborns—particu-
larly the importance of breastfeeding—is a ma-
jor determinant of infant health. As noted earlier,
several studies also show that women tend to
spend a larger portion of their income than men
on food and medicines, illustrating the link
between women’s economic empowerment and
children’s health and nutrition levels.64

At a third level, in countries with strong pat-
terns of son preference, girls can have less access
to nutritious food than boys, resulting in lower
nutrition rates. Bangladesh, for example, reports
that nutrition levels are much lower in rural ar-
eas, especially among girls. However, this is not
the case in all countries. Indonesia, for example,
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reports lower nutrition levels in boys. In other
countries, health surveys find little difference in
girls’ and boys’ nutrition levels. Gender-related
differences in either direction underscore the need
to disaggregate nutrition data by sex in order to
identify gender-related patterns and develop
appropriate responses.

Finally, it should be noted that several coun-
tries in the region, including the PRC, Thailand
and several Pacific countries, are now confront-
ing obesity as a major nutrition and health prob-
lem. The Pacific has some of the highest obesity
rates in the world, linked to the increasing avail-
ability of high-calorie, high-fat and processed
foods, mainly imports. Complications related to
obesity include diabetes and heart disease. In the
Fiji Islands, the obesity and diabetes rates in
women are twice those in men.

Goal 2–Achieve Universal
Primary Education
Goals 2 and 3 are strongly interlinked. Gender
parity in education is the official target for Goal
3, and access to quality education is a key build-
ing block for women’s empowerment.65 Access
to education for women also has intergenerational
benefits, since higher literacy and education levels
in women are associated with higher levels of
enrollment and school performance in their chil-
dren.66 As discussed in Section III.B, gender par-
ity in education only makes sense as a
development objective in the context of high or
rising levels of participation by both girls and
boys. A scenario in which gender gaps in educa-
tion are narrowing because boys’ enrollment rates
are falling cannot be counted as a success under
Goal 3. Goal 2 therefore is an essential comple-
ment to Goal 3 in that it aims for high levels of
access to primary education for both girls and
boys. The Goal 2 indicators track completion as
well as enrollment rates such that they also
encourage attention to factors such as the qual-
ity of school facilities, teachers and teaching ma-
terials, which influence whether students remain
in school or drop out. As noted in Section III.B,
completion rates are also relevant to Goal 3, be-
cause the underlying objective is to ensure that
girls as well as boys receive a quality education,
and not simply that they are enrolled in equal
numbers.

Countries’ progress reports on Goal 2 con-

firm that many of the factors underlying success
(or failure) in achieving universal primary edu-
cation are the same as for achieving gender par-
ity in education under Goal 3. This suggests that
strategies to increase girls’ enrollment and par-
ticipation in primary school are likely to have
spillover benefits for boys as well, especially those
from poor communities, remote rural areas, eth-
nic minorities and disadvantaged castes. Several
progress reports note concerns about the quality
and relevance of education, particularly in rural
areas and among disadvantaged groups. Sri
Lanka reports that the worst-equipped schools
are near plantation estates and in conflict-af-
fected areas, while Cambodia and Viet Nam note
teacher shortages and other problems, particu-
larly in ethnic minority areas. The PRC reports
that migrant children in urban areas have little
or no access to education, and the Philippines
notes the particular challenge of reaching street
children. Despite exemptions from school fees,
several progress reports also confirm that infor-
mal fees and indirect costs—for example, for
appropriate clothing, food, transport and school
supplies—are still a major barrier especially for
the poorest children. Various strategies are there-
fore being used to extend education to hard-to-
reach children, including the establishment of
more community schools in remote areas; board-
ing schools for children from remote areas; sti-
pends, scholarships and school feeding programs;
recruitment and training of more ethnic minor-
ity teachers; and incentives for teachers posted
to rural areas. Many of these strategies are also
used to encourage more girls to attend school,
because the girls least likely to attend are those
from poor households, remote areas and socially
excluded groups. However, gender-specific strat-
egies—such as ensuring safe transport to school,
providing separate toilet facilities for girls in
school, and recruiting female teachers—are also
needed to encourage girls to remain in school.

In their strategies to increase girls’ enroll-
ments under Goal 3, many countries in the re-
gion have recognized the need to counter gender
stereotypes in textbooks and teachers’ attitudes
in order to ensure a positive learning environ-
ment for girls. What has received less attention is
the importance for boys of promoting positive
gender roles through the school curriculum and
teachers’ behavior. As discussed elsewhere in this
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paper, patriarchal attitudes about gender roles,
women’s and men’s capabilities, and acceptable
behavior between men and women continue to
be among the greatest obstacles to gender equal-
ity and women’s empowerment. These norms
originate and are perpetuated within families and
in communities. However, primary and second-
ary schools also play a critical role in shaping the
attitudes of the next generation. With the appro-
priate curriculum and sensitivity of teachers,
schools have the potential to positively influence
boys’ as well as girls’ attitudes about gender roles
in the household, women’s and men’s rights and
capabilities, safe and responsible sexual behav-
ior, interpersonal conflicts and violence.

Goal 4–Reduce Child Mortality
Success in achieving Goal 4 is strongly linked to
both of the gender-specific MDGs. As immuni-
zation programs and other interventions reduce
the number of child deaths due to traditional
diseases, neonatal factors have emerged as one
of the main causes of death in young children. It
is estimated that over one in five deaths of chil-
dren under 5 years occurs in the first week of
life, and is due to the mother’s malnutrition, poor
antenatal care, or lack of sanitary conditions and
skilled assistance at birth.67 The factors contrib-
uting to neonatal deaths are therefore some of
the same factors contributing to maternal deaths.
Strategies under Goal 5 to improve women's basic
health and nutrition levels, and to improve preg-
nant women’s access to sanitary and well-
equipped health facilities with skilled personnel,
should therefore contribute to reducing neona-
tal deaths as well. In their MDG progress reports,
most counties in the region recognize this link.
Papua New Guinea, for example, notes that
poorly equipped and staffed maternity wards in
health facilities and the large number of “in vil-
lage” births have contributed to its slow progress
in reducing infant deaths.

After birth, many of the most effective steps
to ensure infants’ and children’s health can be
taken within the household—including exclusive
breastfeeding for the first 6 months; complemen-
tary feeding with energy-rich and nutritious food
after 6 months; frequent hand-washing and sani-
tation; use of treated bednets in malaria-prone
areas; and ensuring that children receive timely
immunizations.68 Because of the traditional gen-

der division of labor within most households,
women are generally responsible for these tasks.
Women’s awareness of good childcare practices
and their capacity to implement them are criti-
cal to children’s health. Not surprisingly, studies
have found a strong correlation between women’s
literacy and education levels and child survival.
Several countries in the region (including
Mongolia, Pakistan and Viet Nam) make this link
in their progress reports on Goal 4. Women’s income
and savings also can provide the resources to pay
for more nutritious food, bednets, and other health-
enhancing expenses. Therefore, strategies under
Goal 3 to strengthen women’s capabilities and ex-
pand their economic opportunities have indirect
benefits for their children under Goal 4.

Another critical gender dimension of Goal 4
is the issue of girls’ survival and health. A very
disturbing trend in the Asia and Pacific region is
the persistence of negative child mortality ratios
in a number of countries. On the basis of bio-
logical factors, the ratio of girls’ to boys’ deaths
would ordinarily be much less than 1, but in 10
countries in the region the ratio is 0.99 or greater.
The highest ratio is in the PRC (1.32), followed
by Maldives (1.13), Pakistan (1.1), India (1.09),
Nepal (1.07), Bangladesh (1.03), Vanuatu (1.0),
Republic of Korea (1.0), Afghanistan (0.99), and
Bhutan (0.99).69 These results generally match
the available data on sex ratios, which show that
East Asia (including PRC, Republic of Korea and
Taipei,China) and South Asia (including Afghani-
stan, Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, and Nepal)
have some of the worst ratios in the world.70

Patriarchal norms, reflected in strong patterns
of son preference and neglect of young girls, are
generally cited to explain girls’ higher mortality
rates in these East Asian and South Asian coun-
tries. A recent study in India found that girls were
1.5 times less likely to be hospitalized for a child-
hood illness.71 The high reported child mortality
ratios for Bhutan, Maldives, and Vanuatu are
more difficult to explain, because these countries
do not generally exhibit strong patterns of gen-
der discrimination. In general, it is clear that the
ratio of girls’ to boys’ child mortality rates should
be regularly monitored under Goal 4, and that
specific strategies should be pursued to address
the social factors contributing to the unaccept-
ably high death rates of girls in several countries
in the region.

Reducing neona-
tal deaths (MDG
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mortality (MDG
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Goal 6–Combat HIV/AIDS,
Malaria, and Other Diseases
Gender factors also influence the incidence and
impact of communicable diseases in Asia and the
Pacific, such as HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, and
malaria. Poor women are generally vulnerable
to communicable diseases because of their poor
nutrition and health, and their tendency to post-
pone medical care because of social or economic
constraints.72 These diseases not only diminish
women’s capabilities and opportunities (key as-
pects of women’s empowerment under Goal 3),
but also increase the risk of complications in preg-
nancy and childbirth (undermining maternal
health under Goal 5). Moreover, the disabling
impact of such diseases as HIV/AIDS, tuberculo-
sis, and malaria on women also impairs their
ability to care for their children and other house-
hold members. Disability of other family mem-
bers by one of these diseases places a particular
burden on women as the primary caretakers in
most households.

HIV/AIDS. The Asia and Pacific region is
increasingly threatened by rising HIV infection
rates not only in high-risk groups such as intra-
venous drug users, mobile workers, and sex work-
ers, but also in the general population—with the
proxy indicator being the prevalence rate in preg-
nant women who attend antenatal clinics. As of
2004, over 8 million in the region were living with
HIV and at least 540,000 had died. Prevalence
rates reported in 2003 exceed 1% in at least four
countries (Cambodia, Myanmar, Papua New
Guinea, and Thailand), and are also high in
India, Nepal, Malaysia, and Viet Nam, and
increasing sharply in Indonesia. Also troubling,
MDG progress reports cite much higher preva-
lence rates among some groups. In Nepal, for
example, 17% of sex workers in Kathmandu are
infected with HIV.

To date, the majority of people infected with
HIV in the region are men, but the Joint UN
Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) reports that
the percentage of infected women is increasing
steadily, and infections have jumped from high-
risk groups to the general population in several
countries. In Cambodia, India, and Thailand, for
example, husbands are now the main source of
HIV infections in women.73 This is echoed in re-
ports for other countries: in Papua New Guinea,
up to 3% of pregnant women attending antena-

tal clinics are infected with HIV; 2% of women
receiving antenatal care in Nepal are infected;
and in 2004 more women than men were
reported to be infected in the Fiji Islands.74 The
increasing numbers of HIV infections in pregnant
women also significantly raise the risk of mother-
to-child transmission, especially because only a
small percentage of pregnant women in the
region have access to HIV testing and services to
reduce the transmission risk.

Women, and adolescent girls in particular,
are more vulnerable than men to HIV infection
because of their physiological characteristics and
limited power to negotiate safe sex and resist vio-
lence.75 UNAIDS notes that sex workers who have
been trafficked across borders—and who there-
fore have no power to insist that clients use
condoms—are the most likely to become infected
during their first 6 months in a brothel. UNAIDS
estimates that the proportion of young women
in Southeast Asia who work in brothels and other
“high-risk” environments—such as bars and
clubs—ranges from about 40% in Indonesia to
over 70% in the Lao PDR. The increasing mi-
gration of young women for work and general
increase in risky sexual behavior among young
people also compound the risks of HIV infection
for adolescent girls and young women.76 In the
PRC, Tajikistan, and Viet Nam, between 40% and
60% of new HIV infections are among young
people, including young women, and in Malaysia
most of the new HIV infections in women are in
young women. In their progress reports,
Cambodia, Nepal, and Papua New Guinea
acknowledge that gender inequalities and
women’s lack of empowerment are major
obstacles to progress in arresting the spread of
HIV under Goal 6. Malaysia also recognizes the
intergenerational impact of HIV infections. The
increasing numbers of young people, including
young women, becoming infected has created a
serious burden of care for parents, and particu-
larly for mothers.

Based on the emerging profile of HIV infec-
tions in the region, it is clear that effective pre-
vention and treatment strategies need to reach
not only high-risk groups, such as intravenous
drug users and sex workers, but also the general
population, including men, women, and adoles-
cents. Any successful HIV prevention strategy
must include effective outreach activities to pro-
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mote safe-sex practices among men, especially
those who travel and who frequent sex workers.
To reach the general population of women, the
UN Millennium Project and others have strongly
recommended that HIV awareness raising, test-
ing, and treatment be integrated into the basic
reproductive health programs implemented
through the primary health care system.77

Because of the widespread misinformation and
stigma surrounding HIV in most countries,
women are unlikely to seek out information, test-
ing or treatment from an HIV-specific program
or health facility. Through basic reproductive
health programs, women are also more likely to
be treated for STIs that increase their suscepti-
bility to HIV infection. To reach adolescents, and
particularly adolescent girls, sex education pro-
grams in schools are an important entry point.
Reproductive health services for adolescents are
also urgently needed, but the coverage level in
most countries in the region is still low. Creative
strategies are also needed to extend reproduc-
tive health services to hard-to-reach groups such
as migrant workers.

Tuberculosis. Almost half of the high-
burden countries in the world for tuberculosis
(TB) are in Asia and the Pacific, and together
these countries represent about 80% of the glo-
bal burden of the disease.78 Some countries have
historically had high prevalence rates, while oth-
ers have recently experienced resurgence in in-
fections, including several Central Asian
countries. The resurgence of TB in Thailand is
linked to HIV, which increases susceptibility to
TB infections, and this co-infection risk is an
emerging issue in several other countries. Both
HIV and TB increase the risk of complications in
pregnancy and childbirth. Afghanistan reports
that 70% of its TB infections are in women, while
Indonesia reports that TB is a major cause of fe-
male deaths.

Malaria. The heaviest burden of malaria
infections in the world—outside Africa—is in the
GMS, other parts of Southeast Asia, and the
Indian subcontinent.79 However, malaria is also
endemic in parts of Central Asia and in the Pacific.
Despite successful interventions, such as the dis-
tribution of treated bednets and anti-malarial
medications, countries’ efforts to control the dis-
ease are being thwarted by increasing migration
within countries and across borders, and by the

emergence of more drug-resistant strains of the
disease. Pregnant women and unborn children
are particularly at risk from malaria, which
causes anemia and contributes to low birth
weight and perinatal mortality.80 The Lao PDR
reports that malaria is one of the top three causes
of maternal mortality.

Other diseases. Countries in the region in-
creasingly face new communicable disease
threats, such as avian flu and severe acute respi-
ratory syndrome, and with expanding regional
trade and migration, these diseases can spread
rapidly across borders. At the same time, non-
communicable conditions, such as obesity, dia-
betes, heart disease, and cancer are becoming
increasingly common, due in large part to
changes in diet, tobacco use, and physical activ-
ity. It is therefore important for countries to iden-
tify, monitor, and report on these serious
challenges to both women’s and men’s health.
For example, Pacific countries have the highest
rates of obesity and tobacco use in the world. In
the Fiji Islands, diabetes and heart disease are
major health threats, and the incidence of obe-
sity and diabetes among women is twice that of
men. Indonesia reports that most smokers in the
country are men, and that smoking has a num-
ber of negative spillover effects on women and
children, including health problems from pas-
sive smoke and the waste of household resources
on cigarette consumption. Alcohol and drug
abuse, which is also primarily a male phenom-
enon, diverts scarce household resources to sup-
port the abuser’s habit and frequently contributes
to domestic violence.

Goal 7–Ensure Environmental
Sustainability
The targets under Goal 7—related to promoting
sustainable development and reversing the loss
of environmental resources, improving access to
safe water and basic sanitation, and improving
the quality of life of slum dwellers—are closely
related to the poverty and health MDGs (includ-
ing Goal 5). The links with Goal 3 are indirect
but no less important. Women’s important roles
in environmental protection and sustainable
development are well recognized, notably in the
outcome documents from the UN Conference on
Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro
in 1992 and the World Summit on Sustainable
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Development in Johannesburg in 2002. In most
rural societies, women play distinct roles related
to the raising of plants and animals; collection of
water, fuel, fodder, and forest products for house-
hold use and economic activities; and general
management of land and water resources. Their
contributions to the environment are particularly
noticeable in the areas of biodiversity, water
resource management, and combating deserti-
fication. At the same time, the depletion of envi-
ronmental resources and degradation of rural and
urban environments strain women’s efforts to
ensure food security for their households, and
diminish the health of women and their families.
Women’s organizations and networks in the re-
gion have introduced a number of innovative
environmental programs at the local level, but
they are not well represented in environmental
policy making and planning.81 MDG progress re-
ports from the region include very few explicit ref-
erences to gender issues related to Goal 7, although
the environmental issues raised in the reports have
clear gender dimensions. In general, MDG report-
ing on Goal 7 would benefit from greater use of
alternative data sources such as reports on urban
and environmental conditions prepared by UN
agencies, NGOs, and citizens’ groups.82

Sustainable development and environ-
mental protection. Deforestation and contami-
nation of water sources are serious problems in
many countries in the region, as confirmed in
their MDG progress reports. Illegal logging and
clearing of forest areas for agricultural land and
other uses deprive poor households of important
sources of fuel and nontimber forest products on
which they depend for food and medicine. De-
forestation particularly affects women and girls
in rural areas, because they are generally respon-
sible for gathering fuel wood and other forest
products, and must walk longer distances to find
these products. Contamination of water sources
from natural arsenic, fertilizers, pesticides, min-
ing, industrial waste, and other pollutants takes
a similar toll on women and girls in rural areas,
who are mainly responsible for collecting water
for household use. As discussed below, most rural
households in the region only have access to un-
treated water from natural sources. As those
sources are depleted or contaminated, women
and girls must walk longer distances to collect
water, or make do with the inferior water that is

nearby and suffer the health consequences. In
many countries in the region, over 50% of house-
holds use solid fuels (including wood and char-
coal) for cooking and heating, and the percentage
is likely to be much higher in rural areas.83 Cam-
bodia and Nepal, for example, report that over
90% of households use traditional fuels. The
indoor air pollution caused by the use of these
fuels without good ventilation has been linked to
high levels of illness and death, particularly in
women and children.84

Safe water and basic sanitation.
UNESCAP estimates that over 90% of urban
dwellers in the region now have access to safe
water, and over 70% have access to improved
sanitation. Although urban/rural gaps are nar-
rowing, coverage levels are still much lower in
rural areas, especially in remote and disadvan-
taged communities. Nepal, for example, reports
that Dalit communities have poor access to safe
water, and a recent country gender assessment
for Sri Lanka notes that only 25% of workers on
plantation estates have access to safe water, with
similarly low coverage levels in conflict-affected
areas. Even where piped water systems are in
place, there can be substantial problems with
water quality, particularly in Central Asian coun-
tries where water systems have fallen into disre-
pair. Tajikistan, for example, reports that over
50% of its water systems have completely dete-
riorated, and Kazakhstan reports that its poor-
est oblasts cannot afford to maintain their
systems. Arsenic contamination of groundwater
in several countries in South Asia has also ren-
dered many tube wells unsafe. Access to basic
sanitation facilities in most rural areas is still ex-
tremely low, even in Central Asian countries such
as Tajikistan (only 23% coverage) and Kyrgyz
Republic (only 33% coverage). Statistics on ur-
ban coverage rates for clean water and basic sani-
tation also mask much lower coverage levels in
slum areas.85

Improvements in access to safe water and
improved sanitation under Goal 7 carry a num-
ber of gender-related benefits. Measures to pro-
vide safe water sources close to rural communities
will free up women’s and girls’ time for other
activities, including income-generating activities
and school attendance. Access to safe water and
basic sanitation also significantly reduces the risk
of contracting waterborne and other diseases,
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which are major health risks especially for preg-
nant women, infants, and children. In both urban
and rural areas, constructing sanitation facilities
closer to settlements lowers the security risks for
women and girls, especially at night. Providing
safe water and appropriate toilet facilities in pri-
mary and secondary schools also encourages
school attendance, especially by girls.

A gender-sensitive approach to the water
and sanitation targets under Goal 7 also can
ensure more effective and sustainable outcomes.
Women’s input in the design and location of water
and sanitation facilities ensures that the facilities
will be appropriate and convenient to their pri-
mary users. Women’s participation in commu-
nity awareness raising about good hygiene
practices—a key element of most water and sani-
tation projects—is also essential to their success
and impact. In areas of South Asia where arsenic
contamination of groundwater is a problem, it is
particularly important to involve women and
women’s organizations in raising awareness and
encouraging households to shift from contami-
nated tube wells to safer—but often less conve-
nient—water sources.

Slums. In many Asian cities, slum areas have
grown rapidly as more people migrate from rural
areas and neighboring countries in search of
work. Bangladesh, for example, reports that
about 50% of its urban population now live in
informal settlements. As noted above, slums tend
to have much poorer water and sanitation facili-
ties than formal settlements. Housing is substan-
dard, tenure is insecure, and settlements are
overcrowded and often unsafe, especially at night.
Schools and health centers are often nonexist-
ent, except for those run by NGOs. In this
crowded and unsanitary environment, pregnant
women and children are particularly susceptible
to communicable diseases, and women and girls
are at risk of harassment and violence. At the
same time, the participation of women and
women’s organizations can significantly improve
the outcome of slum improvement programs. As
primary users of basic services, women are often
better informed about the basic needs of slum
residents. Slum dwellers’ organizations, in which
women are leaders and active participants, have
successfully worked with municipal governments
in several countries in the region to build im-
proved housing and public toilets in slum areas,

resettle squatters, and develop innovative ten-
ure arrangements for slum dwellers.86

Goal 8–Develop a Global
Partnership for Development
Goal 8 is perhaps the broadest MDG, encom-
passing targets related to trade and finance, sov-
ereign debt, youth employment, access to
affordable essential drugs and information and
communication technologies (ICTs), and the spe-
cial needs of least-developed countries, land-
locked developing countries and small island
developing states. While Goal 8 and its targets
call for action mainly by developed countries,
many countries in Asia and the Pacific have re-
ported from their perspectives on one or more of
the Goal 8 areas. Although not well reflected in
the progress reports, several of the Goal 8 areas
also have gender implications. A few of these ar-
eas are discussed below.

Development assistance. The Goal 8 tar-
get for least-developed countries calls for more
generous official development assistance (ODA),
and several developing countries in the region
have reported on this area. Common issues raised
in the MDG progress reports include the need
for improved donor coordination and problems
associated with aid dependency. Timor-Leste
notes that the ODA it received initially could have
been used to benefit more of the population.
Under Goal 4, PNG also notes that the widening
variation in provincial health indicators is due in
part to the concentration of donor-funded health
programs mainly in the more accessible prov-
inces. Only Kazakhstan reports specifically on
ODA for gender-related activities, noting that it
represents only 1% of technical assistance re-
ceived. Under Goal 5, the Philippines also notes
the need to secure new funding for its reproduc-
tive health programs because of a phasing out of
USAID support for contraceptives.

Worldwide, the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) esti-
mates that about 18% of total bilateral assistance
has gender equality as either a principal or sec-
ondary objective. Within this area, ODA support
is heavily concentrated in health (19%) followed
by education (16%), governance and civil soci-
ety (15%) and multisector activities, including
traditional “women in development” projects
(15%). Gender equality objectives are also in-
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cluded in assistance for agriculture, water, and
finance, perhaps reflecting donors’ recognition
of women’s important roles in the agriculture and
water sectors and women’s high level of partici-
pation in microfinance projects. However, gen-
der concerns are not visible in ODA for energy,
transport and communications, which together
account for close to a third of all bilateral assis-
tance. In Asia, only about half of all bilateral
assistance for basic health and education has a
gender focus (although the proportion is much
higher—close to 80%—for population and
reproductive health assistance). In contrast to
other regions, the gender focus in assistance to
the water sector in Asia is particularly low (10%),
which is especially troubling because Asia receives
far more support to this sector than either Africa
or Latin America.87

Multilateral assistance to Asia and Pacific
countries is provided by the UN system, World
Bank, and Asian Development Bank (ADB). A
recent internal ADB review found that 12% of
ADB loans approved during 1998–2004 had a
gender theme, and an additional 17% of loans
mainstreamed gender concerns, for example,
through a gender action plan linked to the loan’s
objectives. ADB’s highest level of attention to gen-
der concerns has been in its assistance to the
health sector, followed by education and agri-
culture. As in bilateral ODA, the lowest level of
attention to gender has been in the energy, trans-
port, and communication sectors. In recent years,
about a third of ADB’s loans for water supply
and sanitation projects have had a gender theme
or mainstreamed gender concerns.88

Although incomplete, these snapshots of
external assistance to the region suggest that there
is substantial attention to gender issues in donor
support for the education and health MDGs (par-
ticularly Goal 5). However, about half of the
bilateral aid to the region for basic health, 40%
of aid for basic education, and 90% of aid for
water supply and sanitation do not have a gen-
der focus. Based on data for all developing
regions, as much as 80% of all ODA to Asian and
Pacific countries may not have a gender focus.
This is problematic from the broader perspec-
tive of Goal 3. Without consistent support for
gender equality across all sectors, it is unlikely
that developing countries in the region—espe-
cially least-developed countries—will make sig-

nificant progress in narrowing gender gaps and
empowering women.

Trade. Virtually all countries in the region
are in the process of liberalizing their trade rules
either as members of the WTO, through regional
trading blocs or under bilateral trade agreements.
Increased trade and cross-border investment are
expected to contribute not only to economic
growth, but also to poverty reduction.89 It is
becoming clear, however, that trade liberaliza-
tion through the WTO and other trade regimes
can have different impacts on women and men,
depending on gender-related patterns of employ-
ment, ownership of businesses and assets, and
other factors in domestic economies.90 For ex-
ample, the rapid expansion of export manufac-
turing in several countries has created job
opportunities for large numbers of women, par-
ticularly from rural areas. However, there is sub-
stantial gender segregation in the export
manufacturing sector, with women largely work-
ing in lower-skilled, lower-paying jobs, often
under strenuous working conditions. These
lower-level factory jobs provide little security, and
tend to be the first eliminated or subcontracted
as industries restructure to become more inter-
nationally competitive. Many of these jobs are in
garment factories, which are facing intensive
competition and uncertainty following the re-
moval of long-standing import quotas under the
WTO Agreement on Textiles and Clothing. At-
tention has focused on female garment workers
in countries such as Bangladesh, Cambodia, Fiji
Islands, and Lao PDR, which are perceived to
be under greater threat from large exporting
countries such as the PRC. However, low-skilled
garment workers in the PRC and other coun-
tries are also subject to low wages, long working
hours, difficult working conditions and job inse-
curity. Workers in export processing zones receive
little protection from national labor laws, since
these zones are typically exempt from those laws
or subject to more relaxed labor standards.

Liberalization of trade is expected to pro-
vide additional markets for domestically pro-
duced goods, and a wider array of products and
services for consumers. However, small farmers
and producers are less likely to benefit from
increased trade because of their limited access
to capital, new technology, and market informa-
tion, and the risk that cheaper imports may
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undercut them in local markets. In particular,
women farmers and entrepreneurs tend to oper-
ate on a smaller scale due to their limited access
to land, credit, and other resources, and the need
to juggle business and household responsibilities.
A recent country gender assessment for the Fiji
Islands, for example, notes that women who pro-
duce Fijian handicrafts are being undersold by
cheaper, factory-made imports.

Under WTO and regional trading arrange-
ments, most countries in the region have sub-
stantially reduced import tariffs, particularly on
manufactured goods. While this has benefited
domestic consumers of those goods, it has also
significantly reduced government revenues.91 The
Philippines, for example, reports that reduced
tariff revenues have not been offset by increased
revenues from other sources, placing a consider-
able strain on the government budget. Without
alternative revenue sources, large budget short-
falls due to lost tariff revenues may prevent gov-
ernments in the region from making the
substantial investments needed to achieve the
MDGs, particularly in the areas of education,
health, water, and sanitation.

Access to affordable drugs. The Goal 8
target of providing access to affordable essential
drugs is both a health issue and a trade issue.
Access to essential drugs is fundamental to all the
health MDGs, including Goal 5. In Asia and the
Pacific, progress in this area has been attributed
to India’s manufacture and export of generic
drugs, as well as collaboration among govern-
ments, donors, public-private partnerships,
NGOs, and others.92 By 2016, least-developed
members of the WTO will be required to patent
pharmaceuticals, and will be restricted in their
ability to manufacture and import generic ver-
sions of patented drugs under the WTO Agree-
ment on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual
Property Rights (TRIPS). The WHO reports that
the patents on 600 or more life-saving drugs will
expire between 2005 and 2010.93 However, there
are still concerns about developing countries’
future access to affordable drugs, particularly

newer drugs and drug combinations to treat HIV
and AIDS.94 Bangladesh, for example, reports that
80% of its population previously had access to
affordable essential drugs, achieved through the
manufacture of drugs by a state-owned phar-
maceutical firm and drug price controls. The
government is now under increasing pressure
from pharmaceutical firms to lift these controls,
and the future of the state pharmaceutical firm
after 2016 is unclear. India has already amended
its intellectual property laws to conform to the
TRIPS Agreement. Access to affordable drugs has
a number of gender dimensions. Women in most
societies in the region are the primary caretakers
of sick children and other family members, and
tend to spend more of their income on essential
household expenses, such as medicine. For poor
households, the cost of drugs can be prohibitive,
and can lead to rationing in which women avoid
or postpone medical care for themselves.

Youth employment. This Goal 8 target is
linked to both Goals 2 and 3. Several countries
in the region report high levels youth unemploy-
ment, especially in urban areas, and underem-
ployment in rural areas. Unemployed youth
represent 49% of all unemployed workers in the
region, and unemployment rates are higher
among young women in both South Asia and
Southeast Asia.95 Countries’ ability to provide
quality jobs for the large numbers of young men
and women entering the workforce each year
depends in part on the quality of basic educa-
tion and technical training they receive. As dis-
cussed in connection with Goal 3, young women
in the region who pursue postsecondary educa-
tion tend toward traditional fields, such as health
and education, which are also the least well paid.
While there are important public policy reasons
to encourage young women—especially from
ethnic minority groups and disadvantaged
castes—to pursue health and education careers, it
is also important from the perspective of Goal 3 to
encourage young women to study in nontraditional
areas, such as engineering and science.
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V. Future Directions

The Asia and Pacific region has made progress
toward Goal 3, particularly in narrowing gender
gaps in primary and secondary education and
raising literacy rates. However, progress on the
indicators of economic and political empower-
ment under Goal 3 has been mixed, and most
countries are not reducing maternal mortality
rates fast enough under Goal 5. The region’s
uneven performance under the other MDGs also
affects the prospects for improving women’s
capabilities, access to resources and opportuni-
ties, and security. This mixed report card is con-
sistent with the region’s recent assessment of
progress in implementing the Beijing Platform
for Action, which is reflected in the Bangkok
Communiqué adopted by members of
UNESCAP in September 2004 (see Appendix 1).
The Communiqué notes that gains have been
made in several key areas of the Beijing Plat-
form, but that there are still gaps and challenges
that need to be addressed.

At the recent World Summit, governments
from the region reaffirmed the broad develop-
ment goals outlined in the Millennium Declara-
tion. In particular, they confirmed the importance
of implementing the Beijing Platform for Action
in order to achieve the MDGs, and they endorsed
a comprehensive agenda to achieve gender
equality and empower women (see Appendix 2).
These World Summit commitments provide a
sound framework for governments and other
stakeholders in the region to intensify their efforts
to narrow gender gaps and empower women and
girls. This section summarizes some of the com-
mon challenges to gender equality and women’s

empowerment in the region, and then provides
examples of promising interventions and sup-
portive institutions to guide future actions.

Regional Challenges

Traditional gender norms, stereotypes, and
practices. MDG progress reports from across the
region confirm that the persistence of traditional
norms and assumptions related to gender roles
and women’s capabilities significantly hampers
efforts to narrow gender gaps and empower
women. Patterns of gender discrimination are
seen most starkly in sex-selective abortions,
forced marriages and various forms of violence
against women and girls, but are also reflected
in girls’ lower participation rates in school,
women’s high rates of anemia, high levels of
maternal death and disability, gender segrega-
tion and gender wage gaps in employment,
women’ low rates of landownership, and women’s
limited participation in decision-making bodies
at all levels of government. These patterns of dis-
crimination and exclusion are compounded for
women in marginalized groups, including ethnic
minorities, disadvantaged castes, refugees and
internally displaced persons, migrants and the
disabled. The entrenched attitudes and behav-
iors related to gender roles and women’s status
point to the continuing need to sensitize and win
the support of male decision makers and opin-
ion-leaders—including government and politi-
cal party officials, community and religious
leaders, business leaders, teachers, and health
professionals—for measures to promote gender
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equality and empower women and girls. There
is also a need for greater investment in gender
sensitization and behavior change strategies tar-
geting men as partners, parents and co-work-
ers. In specific programs and projects, this means
that more attention needs to be given to “soft-
ware” activities, such as gender sensitization of
government staff and community leaders, com-
munity awareness-raising on gender issues, so-
cial mobilization of women and supportive men,
and other measures to ensure that women and
men can participate equally.

Migration and displacement. The in-
creasing mobility of women as well as men, both
within countries and across borders, is another
regional trend with major implications for gen-
der equality and women’s empowerment. Mi-
gration for work has become a major safety valve
for poor households and has opened up oppor-
tunities for many young women to escape the
restrictions of rural life and live and work on their
own. However, migration can cut short adoles-
cent girls’ education and migrant workers often
do not have the legal status to access health and
other basic services in their destination city or
area. Migration also entails special risks for
women and girls, including risks of harassment
and violence en route to their destination, and
harsh and abusive treatment by their employ-
ers. At worst, those who rely on agents to help
them find work may instead be trafficked into
forced sex work or other exploitative conditions.
Some countries, such as the Philippines and Sri
Lanka, have developed programs to support their
overseas workers, especially women, and other
countries, including Bangladesh and Nepal, are
following suit. Several countries in the region are
also taking steps to prosecute human traffickers
and provide support to trafficking survivors.
However, there is much more that countries can
do to improve the status, living conditions, and
security of migrants within their borders—both
internal migrants and those from neighboring
countries. Conflicts and natural disasters also
force large numbers of people to migrate to urban
centers, other regions, and across borders. Refu-
gees and internally displaced persons typically
find themselves in even more precarious living
conditions than voluntary migrants, with lim-
ited access to basic services, few income-gener-
ating opportunities, and exposure to harassment

and violence. Displaced women—especially wid-
ows and other single women with small children
—are especially vulnerable in these circum-
stances, but they rarely have a voice in relief and
reconstruction efforts. Countries in the region can
do much more to include women’s organizations
and affected women in relief and reconstruction
planning and programs, and to address the par-
ticular needs and constraints of displaced women
following conflicts and disasters.

Globalization and regional integration.
Asia is “the most ‘globally integrated’ region in
the world,”96 and several of its outwardly-ori-
ented countries have achieved remarkable rates
of growth. The lowering of trade barriers, pro-
motion of export industries, and increasing
interconnectivity through television and the
Internet have had dramatic impacts on regional
economies and societies. The lowering of trade
barriers has also created large export opportuni-
ties for the region’s farmers and manufacturers.
However, small farms and micro and small busi-
nesses—which women are more likely to man-
age—are at a disadvantage in the global and
regional marketplace due to their smaller scale;
more limited access to credit, technology and
market information; exclusion from trade asso-
ciations; and lack of awareness of trade rules and
practices. They may also be undercut in local
markets by cheaper imports of agricultural prod-
ucts and manufactured goods. Young women in
particular have benefited from the rapid expan-
sion of export manufacturing jobs in several
countries. However, the experience of such coun-
tries as Republic of Korea, Philippines, and Thai-
land shows that the low-skilled manufacturing
jobs predominantly occupied by women are also
among the first to be eliminated or subcontracted
as industries restructure to become more com-
petitive. Export processing zones also can be
exempted from local labor laws and regulations,
which increase the risk of worker exploitation and
abuse. To ensure that poor women and men ben-
efit from the expansion of trade and regional
integration, it will be extremely important for
governments and regional bodies to analyze the
gender-related impacts of these trends, to sup-
port small farmers and businesses, and to help
displaced workers upgrade their skills or find
alternative livelihoods. Governments and export
manufacturers should also be encouraged to take
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the “high road” by adhering to core labor stan-
dards and promoting decent work.

Decentralization. Most countries in the
region are also in the process of decentralizing
the delivery of basic services and other govern-
ment functions to subnational levels, including
planning and revenue-raising activities. Several
MDG progress reports note that this trend pre-
sents both opportunities and risks for achieve-
ment of the MDGs. In principle, decentralization
brings government service providers closer to citi-
zens and should encourage them to provide
higher-quality and more locally appropriate ser-
vices. However, Indonesia and the Philippines
report that decentralization has disrupted the
delivery of basic services, especially in the health
sector. Moreover, Kazakhstan and the PRC report
that decentralization has left poorer regions
chronically underfunded and unable to maintain
basic health, water supply, and sanitation ser-
vices. These service disruptions and deficiencies
fall hardest on the poorest households, and
especially poor women. The decentralization of
political decision making also presents both risks
and opportunities for women. There is a tendency
for local elites, who are usually male-dominated,
to control locally elected bodies. In conservative
rural areas, male-dominated local bodies may
establish local rules or condone traditional prac-
tices that discriminate against women and girls.
However, the legislation of quotas and reserved
seats in several countries has opened up space
for women to participate in local decision mak-
ing, with positive results for women and for com-
munities as a whole. Nevertheless, locally elected
women, particularly in conservative rural areas,
need political support to overcome resistance
from male leaders and capacity building to func-
tion effectively.

Laws and policies supporting gender
equality. Most countries in the region have com-
prehensive law and policy frameworks in place
to support gender equality and protect women’s
rights. These include constitutional provisions or
statutes guaranteeing equal rights and protec-
tion and national action plans to promote gen-
der equality and women’s empowerment. Some
countries have also enacted—or are consider-
ing—laws prohibiting domestic violence, other
forms of violence against women, and traffick-
ing. However, the Bangkok Communiqué con-

firms that countries in the region share several
problems in implementing these laws and poli-
cies:
• The national institutions charged with co-

ordinating government efforts to promote
gender equality are chronically under-
staffed and under-resourced; they are often
excluded from key planning and budget
exercises; and they have only tenuous links
with key central ministries (such as finance
and planning) and with sector ministries.

• Finance, planning, and sector ministries
have little technical capacity to identify and
address gender issues in their own opera-
tions. This seriously undermines countries’
policy commitments to “mainstream” gen-
der concerns in all key sectors. Line minis-
tries in the “hard” sectors are particularly
ill-equipped to carry out “software” activi-
ties, such as gender and social analysis, con-
sultations with women and other excluded
groups, community awareness-raising, and
social mobilization.

• Women, especially from poor and
marginalized communities, have limited
awareness of their rights and limited
resources and power to assert these rights
and protect themselves from violations. Law
enforcement officials are frequently insensi-
tive or biased, particularly toward poor
women and women from disadvantaged
castes and minority groups, and laws pro-
tecting women’s interests are not well
enforced. Formal judicial processes are gen-
erally inaccessible to poor women, and tra-
ditional dispute resolution mechanisms tend
to enforce patriarchal norms.

Regional diversity. Given the diversity of
cultures, physical environments, economic sys-
tems and governance structures across the region,
and wide differences within countries, it is
extremely important for gender equality strate-
gies to be based on thorough analysis of local con-
ditions and constraints; consultations with
women and men from different social and eco-
nomic groups in both urban and rural areas; and
locally appropriate and tested approaches. While
the diversity within the region cautions against
“one-size-fits-all” solutions, it also presents a tre-
mendous opportunity for cross-learning. Many
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of the world’s great success stories in narrowing
gender gaps and empowering women have oc-
curred in Asia and the Pacific. In this sense, the
region is a rich laboratory for testing innovative
approaches to gender equality, and countries
have much to share and learn from each other.
Innovative NGOs and their affiliates, such as
BRAC (formerly the Bangladesh Rural Advance-
ment Committee) and Grameen Bank in
Bangladesh, Self-Employed Women’s Association
(SEWA) in India, and Indian and Thai affiliates
of Slum/Shack Dwellers International, have al-
ready inspired similar NGO initiatives elsewhere
in the region and in other parts of the world. At a
government level, Malaysia, Philippines, and
Thailand are sharing their success and expertise
in gender mainstreaming and gender budgeting
with other developing countries through their
south-south cooperation programs. Regional in-
stitutions, such as ADB and UNESCAP and other
international partners, have also facilitated shar-
ing of gender-related expertise among countries
in the region. To ensure that all countries in the
region make steady progress in narrowing gen-
der gaps and empowering women, more regional
exchanges of expertise and experience will be
extremely valuable and should be strongly sup-
ported by the UN system, the development
banks, bilateral donors, and foundations.

Promising Initiatives

Based on a comprehensive survey of worldwide
trends, initiatives and research results, the UN
Millennium Project has recommended seven stra-
tegic priority areas for achieving gender equality
and empowering women, almost all of which
were endorsed by governments at the recent
World Summit (see Box 5 and Appendix 2).

These strategic priorities are already re-
flected in the national gender action plans of most
countries in the region, as well as in specific ini-
tiatives supported by governments, development
agencies and banks, NGOs, and community-
based organizations (CBOs). They provide a use-
ful agenda for future cooperation to promote
gender equality and women’s empowerment in
the region. This subsection highlights examples
of initiatives being taken in each area.

Postprimary education for girls and
young women. The UN Millennium Project has

made a compelling case for continuing girls’ edu-
cation through secondary and higher levels based
on the empowerment benefits for adolescent
girls.97 The strategies successfully used to increase
girls’ participation in primary school apply
equally to secondary school (see Box 6). The
strong tendency for young women to select ter-
tiary courses in “traditional” fields, such as teach-
ing and nursing, has been addressed in the
Philippines, for example, through scholarships in
science and technology and technology-based
training specifically for women, as well as an af-
firmative action policy to encourage women to
enroll in industrial courses. Cambodia is intro-
ducing night school programs in urban areas to
encourage young working women to continue
their education.

A major challenge for countries is to provide
nonformal education to women who have been
bypassed by the formal education system, espe-
cially in rural and ethnic minority areas. The Viet
Nam government, collaborating with the Viet-
nam Women’s Union, recently launched a com-
munity-based literacy and postliteracy program
targeting ethnic minority women. The Philip-
pines also has established an alternative educa-
tion system for indigenous women and girls,
which includes child-minding centers so that
women and older girls can attend classes while
still minding their young children and siblings.
India’s Mahila Samakhya Programme (Educa-
tion for Women’s Empowerment), launched in
1987, is an innovative government-sponsored
program promoting literacy, practical learning,
and confidence-building through the formation
and support of self-help groups, especially among
landless and socially excluded women. The pro-
gram now operates in 46 districts in nine states,
and has inspired a number of spin-off initiatives,
including a new project to develop video and
audio material learning resources for self-help
groups.98

Guaranteeing sexual and reproductive
health and rights. As the UN Millennium Project
and others have argued, sexual and reproduc-
tive health and rights are essential to women's
empowerment and have a number of spillover
benefits for women, their families, and commu-
nities. Investments in sexual and reproductive
health services, such as family planning, are also
extremely cost effective. Key health sector inter-
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BoBoBoBoBox 5: Stratx 5: Stratx 5: Stratx 5: Stratx 5: Strategic Priorities fegic Priorities fegic Priorities fegic Priorities fegic Priorities for Aor Aor Aor Aor Achiechiechiechiechieving Gender Eqving Gender Eqving Gender Eqving Gender Eqving Gender Equality and Emuality and Emuality and Emuality and Emuality and Empopopopopowwwwwering Wering Wering Wering Wering Womenomenomenomenomen

UUUUUnitnitnitnitnited Nations Millennium Pred Nations Millennium Pred Nations Millennium Pred Nations Millennium Pred Nations Millennium Projectojectojectojectoject
RRRRRecommendationsecommendationsecommendationsecommendationsecommendations
• Strengthen opportunities for postprimary

education for girls while simultaneously
meeting commitments to universal primary
education

• Guarantee sexual and reproductive health
and rights

• Invest in infrastructure to reduce women's
and girls' time burdens

• Guarantee women's and girls' property and
inheritance rights

• Eliminate gender inequality in employment

• Increase women's share of seats in national
parliaments and local governmental bodies

• Combat violence against girls and women

WWWWWorld Summit Commitmentsorld Summit Commitmentsorld Summit Commitmentsorld Summit Commitmentsorld Summit Commitments

• Eliminate gender inequalities in primary and
secondary education by the earliest possible
date and at all educational levels by 2015

• Ensure equal access to reproductive health

• Guarantee the free and equal right of women
to own and inherit property; ensure secure
tenure of property and housing by women;
and ensure equal access for women to
productive assets and resources, including
land, credit, and technology.

• Promote women's equal access to labor
markets, sustainable employment, and
adequate labor protection

• Promote increased representation of women
in government decision-making bodies,
including through ensuring equal opportunity
to participate fully in the political process

• Eliminate all forms of discrimination and
violence against women and the girl child,
including during and after armed conflicts

Sources: UN Millennium Project, Taking Action: Achieving Gender Equality and Empowering Women (2005);
UN General Assembly, 2005 World Summit Outcome (para. 58).

ventions include universal access to such repro-
ductive health services as family planning, pre-
vention and treatment of STIs, nutrition
programs, attendance of skilled health person-
nel at deliveries and access to emergency obstet-
ric care, and safe abortion (where legal). School
programs and community awareness raising on
health, nutrition, family planning, and preven-
tion of STIs, including HIV/AIDS, are important
interventions outside the health sector.99 Extend-
ing reproductive health services to adolescents,
and involving men in family planning and
maternity care, are also essential elements of a
successful reproductive health strategy.100

Malaysia, Sri Lanka, and Thailand are cred-
ited with rapidly expanding access to reproduc-
tive health services for women and lowering
maternal mortality rates, even while at low lev-
els of economic development101 (see Box 7). Simi-
lar strategies are being pursued in many other

countries in the region, often through the Safe
Motherhood Initiative. However, most of the
progress made in these countries has been in
urban areas. Maternal mortality rates in rural
areas remain stubbornly high, due in large part
to insufficient investment in rural health facili-
ties, inadequate skill-upgrading and incentives
for rural health personnel, formal and informal
fees and costs that discourage rural women from
seeking health care, and insufficient attention to
the traditional attitudes that discourage or pre-
vent women from accessing health services,
especially in conservative rural areas of South
Asia. Nevertheless, innovative partnerships, such
as the Averting Maternal Death and Disability
(AMDD) program, have demonstrated that
Malaysia’s success can be replicated even in
remote and conservative rural areas (see Box 8).

Formal and informal fees and other costs—
for example, for transport, drugs and accommo-
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BoBoBoBoBox 6: Ax 6: Ax 6: Ax 6: Ax 6: Achiechiechiechiechieving Gender Pving Gender Pving Gender Pving Gender Pving Gender Parity in Secondararity in Secondararity in Secondararity in Secondararity in Secondary Enry Enry Enry Enry Enrollment inollment inollment inollment inollment in
MalaMalaMalaMalaMalaysia and Bangladeshysia and Bangladeshysia and Bangladeshysia and Bangladeshysia and Bangladesh

Since 1990, Malaysia has succeeded in closing the gender gap in secondary enrollments even in
its least developed states through a combination of programs including textbook loans; food and
milk supplements in rural schools; school health services; boarding facilities for students from
remote areas; special education; updating of school curricula, particularly in science and
information technology; and upgrading of teachers' credentials. This commitment to education is
reflected in public expenditures for education, which rose from 6% of total development expendi-
tures in 1970 to 26% in 2003.

Several less-developed countries in the region are pursuing similar strategies. Bangladesh
moved from a large gender gap in 1990 to a reverse gender gap by 2001. Bangladesh's Female
Secondary School Assistance Program has received much attention, in particular its stipend
program for rural girls, which is intended to cover all direct school costs as well as uniforms and
transport. A recent gender assessment of an Asian Development Bank-financed project support-
ing this program confirmed the success of the stipend program in raising adolescent girls'
enrollments. However, the assessment also found that less progress was being made in other
areas, such as the recruitment of female teachers to match the higher enrollment of girls, and
that this was undermining the project's success. In one nongovernment school, for example, only
two female teachers were available to search 400 girls before an exam under new procedures to
prevent cheating. The assessment concluded that a more comprehensive gender plan, address-
ing all of the constraints to adolescent girls' school achievements, would ensure more positive
and sustainable results.

Sources: Government of Malaysia and UN Country Team, Achieving the Millennium Development Goals:
Successes and Challenges (2005); ADB, Gender Equality Results in ADB Projects: Bangladesh Country Report
(2005).

BoBoBoBoBox 7x 7x 7x 7x 7: Im: Im: Im: Im: Imprprprprproooooving Matving Matving Matving Matving Maternal Health in Malaernal Health in Malaernal Health in Malaernal Health in Malaernal Health in Malaysiaysiaysiaysiaysia

Between 1970 and 1980, Malaysia's national maternal mortality rate dropped from 141 to 56
(per 100,000 live births), and declined steadily to 19 in 1990. Between 1980 and 2000, the
states with the highest maternal mortality rates also made impressive progress. The mortality rate
for Pahang state, for example, fell from 151 to only 24. Maternal mortality rates among ethnic
groups have also narrowed substantially. The mortality rate among Bumiputra was over 200 in
1970, but has declined steadily and now is only slightly higher than the rates for Indian and
Chinese women.

The highest maternal mortality rates are now among non-Malaysian migrant women, who
accounted for 42% of all maternal deaths in 2000. Malaysia attributes its success to the steady
expansion and upgrading of the primary health system in rural areas, coupled with specific
strategies to promote family planning and encourage rural women to use trained health workers
and health facilities for deliveries. These strategies included integrating family planning into basic
rural health services; establishing alternative birthing centers in rural areas; upgrading midwives
to community nurses, and training traditional birth attendants to avoid harmful practices and
work as partners with professional midwives and nurses; accommodation, vehicle loans, and
special allowances for health personnel in rural areas; enlisting community leaders to support
community health workers and provide resources for emergency transport; and "confidential
enquiry" into maternal deaths to identify weaknesses in the referral systems or health facilities.
These strategies have been supported by increasing public expenditures for health, which rose
from 3% of total development expenditures in 1970 to 7% in 2003.

Source: Government of Malaysia and UN Country Team, Achieving the Millennium Development Goals:
Successes and Challenges (2005).
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dation—remain a significant barrier to poor
women in accessing health care. Countries in the
region are addressing this through universal
health insurance schemes or more targeted pro-
grams for poor and vulnerable groups, including
fee exemptions, free health cards, and reimburse-
ment of health costs from health equity funds.103

However, practices of charging informal fees
within public health facilities can be entrenched
and difficult to undo, and fall hardest on the poor-
est women and their families. In Bangalore, India,
the Public Affairs Center has used consumer sur-
veys and “report cards” to expose the persistent
demand for bribes made by health workers in
maternity hospitals.104

Time-saving infrastructure. The UN Mil-
lennium Project argues that strategic investments
in water and sanitation, energy, and transport
systems can substantially reduce the hours that
women and girls in rural areas spend on such
routine tasks as collection of water and fuel, while
also providing significant health and economic
benefits. Governments in the region generally
recognize the benefits for women and girls of
improvements in basic infrastructure, especially
water supply and sanitation. However, the ben-

BoBoBoBoBox 8: The Ax 8: The Ax 8: The Ax 8: The Ax 8: The Avvvvverererererting Matting Matting Matting Matting Maternal Death and Disability Prernal Death and Disability Prernal Death and Disability Prernal Death and Disability Prernal Death and Disability Programogramogramogramogram

The Averting Maternal Death and Disability (AMDD) program partnership, which includes United
Nations agencies, governments, international and local nongovernment organizations and
medical associations, and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, achieved impressive results
over a 5-year period in improving the availability, quality and use of emergency obstetric care
(EmOC) in several Asian countries, including Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Nepal, Pakistan,
Thailand and Viet Nam.

In Bangladesh, for example, an AMDD-supported project substantially increased the
number of functioning comprehensive EmOC facilities throughout the country. Between 2000 and
2002, the number of women with obstetric complications who were treated in project-supported
facilities increased by 70%, while the fatality rate from these complications was cut from 3.5% to
2%. The AMDD program focuses not only on improvements in health facilities and staff skills, but
also on the social and economic barriers that prevent women from accessing health services. In
Pakistan, for example, the AMDD partner Save the Children has been working with the Ministry of
Health and provincial and district governments to address serious staffing shortages in rural
health facilities in Sindh Province, and working at the district and community level to increase
awareness of women's right to access health services.102 These activities have supplemented an
ADB-funded women's health project in which a recent gender assessment found that insufficient
effort was being made to recruit and retain female health staff and to carry out behavior change
and social mobilization activities.

Source: AMDD, Making Safe Motherhood A Reality: Report on Year 4 (2003).

efits of women’s participation in the design and
maintenance of basic infrastructure are less
appreciated, and women are not routinely con-
sulted or involved in basic infrastructure projects.
This is due in large part to the limited expertise
of government engineering and transport minis-
tries in gender and social analysis and partici-
patory planning, and their tendency to focus
mainly on procurement, construction and other
“hardware” activities, giving much less atten-
tion to community mobilization and other “soft-
ware” activities. However, with support from
external agencies and NGOs, sector ministries
and local governments are successfully involv-
ing women in the design and construction of basic
infrastructure, and as a result these public facili-
ties are equipped to meet the needs of both
women and men.

The Local Government Engineering
Department (LGED) in Bangladesh has become
a model for gender-responsive infrastructure
development. In recent rural development
projects supported by ADB, LGED consulted
locally elected female officials on the design and
use of various public facilities. Based on input
from these officials, the flood refuge centers con-
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structed under the projects have separate areas
for women; public markets include vendor areas
for women traders; local government buildings
have separate rooms and toilet facilities for
women officials and their constituents; road con-
tractors were required to pay women road work-
ers equal pay for equal work and to provide them
with water and toilet facilities; and labor con-
tracting societies were organized for women to
work on road maintenance and other project
activities.105 In urban development projects, the
involvement of female officials and women’s or-
ganizations can also improve the quality of the
public facilities being built, and ensure that these
facilities are used and maintained. In an urban
environmental improvement project in Viet Nam,
for example, the Vietnam Women’s Union is in
charge of the household sanitation component
of the project, which is expected to mobilize more
women to participate in sanitation awareness and
other activities.106 In Mumbai and Pune, India,
an organization of poor urban women, Mahila
Milan, has worked with NGO partners and gov-
ernment agencies to construct improved hous-
ing and public toilets in slum areas, based on
Mahila Milan’s designs, which address the pri-
vacy, security, and other needs of poor women
and girls.107

Property rights. Property rights, particu-
larly related to land, significantly enhance
women’s economic opportunities and provide
security in the event of the death of a spouse,
divorce or separation, or land disputes involving
other relatives, neighbors, government agencies,
or land developers. However, women’s entitle-
ment to own land and other assets (such as fam-
ily businesses) can be limited by customary
norms and practices; biased or inconsistent stat-
utes and regulations governing land, marriage,
inheritance, contracts, and other matters; biased
land reform, registration, and titling programs;
lack of awareness or bias among officials involved
in land administration and dispute settlement;
and lack of awareness among women and men
of their property rights. A common flaw in land
laws and regulations, and in the procedures for
registering and titling land, is the recognition of
the “head of household”—generally assumed to
be the husband or male elder—as the sole legal
owner of family land.108 MDG progress reports
and recent gender assessments confirm the per-

sistence of traditional biases against women’s
ownership of land, particularly in parts of South
Asia, among patrilocal and patrilineal ethnic
groups in the GMS and Southeast Asia, and in
Pacific countries with strong patrilineal traditions,
such as the Fiji Islands. Gender blindness in the
implementation of recent land reform programs
in several transition economies, especially in Cen-
tral Asia, has also resulted in significant gender
inequalities in rural landownership. Neverthe-
less, there are promising examples in the region
of law and policy reforms, community mobili-
zation and government-nongovernment partner-
ships to correct these inequities.

In India, an alliance of human rights and
women’s organizations advocated successfully for
amendments in 2005 to the 1956 Hindu Suc-
cession Act, which will remove gender inequali-
ties in state laws governing the inheritance of
agricultural land by Hindu citizens. Daughters,
including married daughters, will now have an
equal share in joint family property.109 The Phil-
ippines also amended a 1936 regulation on the
sale of public lands, which had prohibited a
married woman from applying to purchase or
lease public land without her husband’s consent.
Landownership certificates under the agrarian
reform program must now be issued in the name
of both husband and wife. In several transition
economies in the region, actions have been (or
are being) taken to ensure that recent land allo-
cation schemes operate fairly from a gender per-
spective (see Box 9).

Gender issues related to land tenure arise in
a number of other settings, including slum
upgrading, resettlement of households in connec-
tion with development projects, sale or lease of
government-controlled land for private use, and
the restoration or relocation of communities after
natural disasters or resolution of civil conflicts. It
is extremely important to build gender aware-
ness among the government officials adminis-
tering these programs, and to develop strategies
to ensure gender equality in any related land
allocations. NGOs and CBOs can also play vital
roles in mobilizing both women and men in
affected communities. CBOs in India, Philip-
pines, Sri Lanka, and Thailand, for example,
have effectively negotiated with government
authorities to acquire land and provide individual
or collective tenure rights to their members—
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who are predominantly poor women in slum
settlements—in connection with several slum up-
grading and resettlement projects.110 In Sri
Lanka, some of these organizations are now
working with local authorities to rebuild or relo-
cate homes of members in tsunami-affected ar-
eas, and to ensure that they have secure tenure.111

Employment. Paid employment enhances
women’s autonomy and security and also fi-
nances essential household expenditures on food,
education, and health care. However, the returns
on women’s employment are limited by “gender
typing” in postsecondary education and by hori-
zontal and vertical segregation in labor markets,
which channel women primarily into lower-
skilled, lower-paid jobs with limited chances for
promotion. In agriculture and in the informal
nonagriculture sector, where most women in the
region work, working conditions are strenuous
and there is little if any social protection.112

BoBoBoBoBox 9: Ensuring Gender Eqx 9: Ensuring Gender Eqx 9: Ensuring Gender Eqx 9: Ensuring Gender Eqx 9: Ensuring Gender Equity in Land Privuity in Land Privuity in Land Privuity in Land Privuity in Land Privatization in Tatization in Tatization in Tatization in Tatization in Transition Economiesransition Economiesransition Economiesransition Economiesransition Economies

In the Lao PDR, the Lao Women's Union lobbied effectively to ensure that the new Land Law
would protect the traditional rights of ethnic Lao women to inherit family land. As a result, the
Land Law expressly provides for the names of both husband and wife to be recorded in the
register of family-owned land, and considerable attention has been paid to women's land rights in
two land titling projects supported by the World Bank and the Australian Agency for International
Development. Data from the first of those projects show success in raising the awareness of
government staff and participating communities, with close to 40% of land titles issued to women
and about 30% in joint ownership. However, the land titling projects have been limited mainly to
urban areas. There has been less attention to gender issues in the allocation of agricultural land,
which is governed by different procedures and managed by different government authorities. This
gap will be addressed under the new National Strategy for the Advancement of Women (2006–
2010).

In other transition countries, efforts are under way to address the bias in earlier land
reform programs, which resulted in privatized land being allocated mainly to men, with female-
headed households obtaining smaller and inferior land parcels. Tajikistan's land code was
amended in 2004, and amendments to the Kyrgyz Republic's land code have been drafted and
are under consideration. In Viet Nam, the land law is silent as to which family names should be
listed on land-use certificates, but the new law on family and marriage stipulates that land-use
certificates must list the names of both husband and wife. However, Viet Nam reports that
women's names still appear on only about 2% of existing land-use certificates, and there is no
formal program for reissuing the certificates, which would require resources and specific
instructions to local officials. In its national MDGs, Viet Nam has included a target to issue land-
use certificates to both husbands and wives, which indicates high-level political commitment to
continue to address the issue.

Sources: ADB, Lao PDR: Gender, Poverty and the MDGs (2004); UNIFEM, Fact Sheet: On the Agenda -
Women’s Right to Own  Property (2005); UN Country Team in Viet Nam, Millennium Development Goals:
Closing the Millennium Gaps (2003).

Especially since the 1997 Asian financial crisis,
the line between formal and informal employ-
ment for women has blurred, as more manufac-
turers have downsized and replaced full-time
factory jobs with part-time or contract work paid
on a piece-rate basis. Even in a factory setting,
female workers can have limited rights and pro-
tection if they are subcontractors hired by an
outside agency, they are migrants without legal
status, or the factory is exempted from local la-
bor laws under policies to promote foreign in-
vestment and export manufacturing.113 Lack of
public or community-based childcare services
also limits women’s employment options and
forces poor women with small children to rely on
subsistence farming or home-based work to
supplement family incomes. Nevertheless, there
are a number of initiatives under way in the re-
gion to improve work opportunities and condi-
tions, especially for poor women.
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Most countries in the region have labor laws
and regulations in place that support the core
labor standards of the International Labour
Organization, as well as workplace safety,
maternity leave and other employment issues rel-
evant to women. These laws and regulations are
not well enforced and generally do not apply to
work in agriculture or the informal sector. In
export processing zones, more limited labor stan-
dards may also apply. However, some countries
are pursuing law and policy reforms to address
gaps in their labor law frameworks (see Box 10).

Public employment schemes, and paid work
on publicly-funded development projects, are
important sources of income for poor women,
especially in rural areas. In India, 30% of job
opportunities under certain wage employment
schemes are reserved for women. Studies from
Bangladesh and India report high levels of
women’s participation in employment schemes,
although they may be allocated fewer days of
work and paid a lower wage than men.114 In ba-
sic infrastructure projects, poor women often
work on construction crews, but they are typi-
cally paid less than men, have only rudimentary
toilet facilities and accommodation, and may be
subject to harassment or violence. The external
agencies that finance infrastructure projects can
play an important role in working with their gov-

ernment counterparts to address these problems.
For example, in infrastructure projects supported
by ADB, civil works contractors are generally
required to pay equal wages to women and men,
and several recent projects include targets for
women’s employment and provisions on safe
working conditions and facilities for workers. A
recent gender assessment of an ADB-supported
infrastructure project in Bangladesh found that
progress had been made in raising women’s con-
struction wages and increasing women’s access
to more highly skilled work. However, the as-
sessment cautioned that strong commitment and
close monitoring by the executing agency would
be needed to maintain and improve performance
in this area.115

Workers’ associations in several countries in
the region are playing critical roles in advocat-
ing for the rights of their members and also pro-
viding a range of support services. The most
famous is SEWA in India, which was the first
union of informal workers—including both ur-
ban and rural—in the world. In addition to ad-
vocating law and policy changes, such as India’s
new national policy on street vendors, SEWA has
established a number of affiliates, including a co-
operative bank, village-based savings and credit
groups, producer cooperatives, and providers of
various services to its members (including health
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In 2004, India adopted a national policy on street vendors, who are mainly women. The policy
includes provisions on vendors' legal status, designation of vending zones, promotion of vendor
associations, access to credit and social security benefits for vendors, and integration of street
vendors in urban zoning and development. In Singapore, the business federation, employers'
federation, and national trade union congress recently issued a Code of Responsible Employment
Practices, including nondiscrimination in employment on the basis of sex, age, disability, and
other factors. The Philippine Economic Zone Authority has established a committee to investigate
complaints from workers in economic zones and has set up women's desks in some of these
zones. The Philippine Government has also issued guidelines for informal cooperatives and
associations to make contributions to the national social security program on behalf of their
members. In the People's Republic of China, the law on the protection and rights of women was
recently amended to make sexual harassment unlawful. (Recent opinion polls indicate that this is
a major workplace problem, especially for women in service industries.) In Viet Nam, a gender
equality law is being drafted that is expected to address employment issues related to women.
The Mongolian Government plans to introduce new legislation on workplace discrimination.

Sources: UNIFEM, Progress of the World's Women 2005: Women, Work and Poverty; national MDG progress
reports and reports on implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action.



 53

care, childcare, insurance, marketing, housing,
and basic infrastructure).116 The Asian Women’s
Union, Filipino Migrant Workers’ Union, and In-
donesian Migrant Women’s Union advocate the
rights of Filipina domestic workers in Hong Kong,
China. The Chinese Working Women Network
provides a range of support services to internal
women migrants working in export processing
zones. Organizations of home-based workers,
such as Siyath Foundation in Sri Lanka, provide
marketing and sales support to their members,
ensuring better prices for their products.117

Recognizing the precariousness of women’s
wage employment, particularly in low-skilled
manufacturing jobs, several countries are devel-
oping or expanding programs to retrain laid-off
factory workers for other occupations, including
jobs in services and self-employment. The Phil-
ippines, for example, has established a one-stop
shop for training and employment services,
including scholarships, access to credit, and job
referrals. Cambodia plans to upgrade its “women
in development” centers to more full-service
women’s empowerment centers, which will offer
women training in market research, business
development, and access to credit so that they
can build micro and small enterprises. Malaysia
is piloting two new Internet portals for women—
one as a general resource link and the other to
assist handicraft producers and other small
entrepreneurs to market their products and ser-
vices. In Bangladesh, the national women entre-
preneurs’ association is involved in developing
the Government’s new policy on small- and
medium-sized enterprises, which will support
targeted training, credit, and business develop-
ment services for women entrepreneurs.

Migrant workers—both internal and cross-
border—are particularly vulnerable to exploita-
tion and abuse, and have limited access to basic
services and virtually no legal protection because
of their irregular status. Sending countries, such
as the Philippines and Sri Lanka, have estab-
lished comprehensive support programs for over-
seas workers, including regulation of employment
agencies, pre-departure orientation, and out-
reach services in their embassies in major desti-
nation countries. Bangladesh and Nepal are
beginning to introduce similar measures. The Lao
PDR and Thailand recently signed a memoran-
dum of understanding to regularize the work sta-

tus of some Laotian migrants. Hong Kong, China,
a major destination in the region, requires
employers of foreign domestic workers to use a
standard employment contract, including pro-
visions on minimum wage and time off, and rec-
ognizes migrant workers’ unions.118 There is still
much more that regional countries can do to
regularize the status of migrant workers—includ-
ing their own citizens who migrate from rural to
urban areas—and to ensure that they have ac-
cess to health care and other basic services, as
well as legal protection from exploitation and
abuse.

Violence against women and girls. Gen-
der-based violence—including domestic vio-
lence, sexual assault and sexual harassment
outside the home, and trafficking in women and
girls—is a major cause of female death and dis-
ability in the region, and a major contributor to
women’s economic and social disempowerment.
It inflicts substantial direct and indirect costs on
women, their families and communities, includ-
ing health-related costs, lost workdays and re-
duced productivity, and negative impacts on
children. Because of its pervasiveness and com-
plexity, multiple strategies have been developed
to address the problem, including school and
community awareness programs, law enforce-
ment measures, health and other support ser-
vices for victims, and improvements in public
facilities to increase women’s safety.119

In Asia and the Pacific, violence against
women in its various forms has received increased
attention over the past 10 years, due in large part
to the documentation and advocacy of women’s
organizations. A recent survey by the UN Devel-
opment Fund for Women (UNIFEM) found that,
as of 2003, most countries in the region had
criminal penalties for rape and sexual assault; 7
countries had legislation on domestic violence,
with 13 others in the drafting process; and 9
countries had legislation on sexual harassment.120

Some countries have also legislated against spe-
cific forms of violence, such as dowry deaths in
India and acid attacks in Bangladesh. Some
countries have recently introduced legislation
against human trafficking, especially of women
and children, and regional frameworks to com-
bat trafficking are now in place in the GMS,
South Asia, and Southeast Asia. Countries have
also adopted various strategies to address gen-
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der-based violence in a comprehensive way.
Bangladesh, for example, has carried out public
awareness campaigns, established crisis centers
and a hot-line system for vulnerable women,
reserved certain public buses for women, and set
up special tribunals to try particularly egregious
cases of violence against women. Several coun-
tries have set up women’s police desks to deal
with female victims of violence. Like Bangladesh,
Thailand reserves certain public buses for
women, and India reserves certain train cars for
women. In such countries as Cambodia and
Timor-Leste, local government bodies are spe-
cifically mandated to address cases of domestic
violence. NGO initiatives in Cambodia and the
Philippines are enlisting men to campaign against
gender-based violence and to intervene in spe-
cific cases of abuse.121 While many promising ini-
tiatives are being taken, they are often not
adequately funded, or are compromised by gen-
eral budget cutbacks. UNIFEM, for example,
reports that the women’s police desks in Indone-
sia, Philippines, and Thailand are at risk of being
shut down because of understaffing, and the
Philippines’ plan to open crisis centers through-
out the country has not been carried through.122

In addition to advocating legislation and
other government action against gender-based
violence, women’s organizations in virtually every
country in the region are engaged in community
awareness-raising and providing vital support
services to victims of violence. Their activities
include creative use of media (including posters,
pamphlets, theater, videos, and radio spots) to
raise public awareness about the problem; sen-
sitizing police, border officials, prosecutors and
judges to take gender-based violence seriously
and to deal sensitively with victims; training
teachers to identify children who are victims of
abuse; working with local officials and traditional
dispute settlement bodies to deal more sensitively
with violence cases; running crisis centers and
hotlines for victims and potential victims of vio-
lence; and providing legal services to victims.123

Many of these initiatives have been very effec-
tive on a small scale, but need to be expanded
with strong support from national and provin-
cial governments.

There are also opportunities to reduce the
risk of violence through appropriate planning and
construction of public facilities, such as markets,

train stations, bus terminals and bus stops, pub-
lic restrooms, and street lighting. The involve-
ment of women’s organizations and women in
local government can ensure that women’s safety
concerns are incorporated in these designs. The
CPTED124 methodology, which has been used
successfully by urban planners in other regions,
could also be useful, especially in urban devel-
opment projects.125

Women’s representation in political
bodies. The representation of women in public
decision making, especially through elected bod-
ies, is an important aspect of women’s empow-
erment and democratic governance. It ensures
that women’s concerns are taken into account in
decision making, and can improve the transpar-
ency and responsiveness of government officials,
especially at the local level.126 However, tradi-
tional biases against women’s involvement in
public life, entrenched interests of community
and political party leaders (who are mainly men),
and women’s own lack of confidence and expe-
rience in the public arena prevent many women
from running or being elected to public office. In
Asia and the Pacific, several countries have ad-
dressed this inequality by legislating reserved
seats for women in the national parliament and/
or locally elected bodies. These include
Bangladesh, India, Nepal, and Pakistan in South
Asia, the PRC and Taipei,China in East Asia, and
Indonesia and the Philippines in Southeast Asia.127

In others, legislated or voluntary quotas on party
lists have been used to increase women’s repre-
sentation. The Lao PDR and Viet Nam, for ex-
ample, have achieved relatively high levels of
women’s representation in their national parlia-
ments through quotas based on statutes and gov-
ernment directives. Timor-Leste’s success in
electing a relatively large percentage of women
in its first elections was due in large part to the
advocacy of women’s groups, which persuaded
political parties to include more female candi-
dates on their lists. In general, systems of pro-
portionate representation, in which there are
statutory or voluntary quotas for women on party
lists and every other slot is assigned to a woman,
are the most successful in increasing women’s
representation.128

In national parliaments, a relatively small
number of female legislators can have limited
influence to lobby for legislative action on behalf
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of women, or to comment on other proposed leg-
islation or the national budget from a gender
perspective. They are also more likely to be
appointed to committees on education, health,
and women’s and children’s affairs, with little or
no voice in committees on taxation and expen-
ditures, agriculture, commerce, and security.
Female legislators also may not have a united
view on issues relevant to women. However, the
experience of such countries as the Philippines
shows the effectiveness of coalitions between like-
minded legislators (both women and men),
women’s organizations, and the national focal
agency for gender in promoting law reforms on
electoral politics, business opportunities for
women, sexual harassment in the workplace,
gender-based violence, trafficking and other
issues, as well as gender-responsive planning and
budgets.129 Women’s caucuses, such as Thai
Women Parliamentarians and the caucus recently
formed in the Lao PDR national assembly, can
also be effective vehicles for promoting gender
concerns. Regional organizations, such as the
Center for Asia-Pacific Women in Politics, also
provide training and facilitate networking and
information sharing among female parliamen-
tarians.130

At the local level, female elected officials have
greater opportunity to improve the delivery of
basic services and other government programs,
especially for poor and socially excluded
households; to ensure that family and other local
disputes are resolved fairly; to promote commu-
nity-based initiatives on such issues as domestic
violence, drug abuse, and trafficking; and to pro-
vide positive role models for young women and
girls. These actions contribute directly and sub-
stantially to the achievement of virtually all the
MDGs at the local level. Men’s traditional
involvement in community decision making, the
dominance of local elites (primarily male), and
women’s limited literacy and lack of experience
in public office can inhibit women from stand-
ing for election or being elected, and can under-
mine their credibility and effectiveness once in
office. However, experience from several South
Asian countries demonstrates that elected women
can work effectively even in conservative rural
areas, especially when they receive capacity
building and other support from local NGOs and
work together with local women’s groups, and

when local male leaders also receive sensitivity
training (see Box 11).

There are many other local bodies in which
gender balance is vital to ensure that both
women’s and men’s interests are represented, and
to achieve better development outcomes includ-
ing progress toward the MDGs. These include
municipal authorities, village development com-
mittees, dispute settlement committees, local
health committees, school committees, water user
groups, sanitation committees, and groups for
managing community land and other resources.
Although there are variations between and within
countries, women’s representation in these local
bodies is often low, for many of the same reasons
that limit their participation in legislative bod-
ies. Unfortunately, the gender-balance require-
ments for these institutions, if any, tend to be ad
hoc, and therefore women’s interests and per-
spectives are not consistently reflected in local
decision making. It is worth noting that virtually
all countries in the region have endorsed the
Beijing Platform for Action, which calls for a mini-
mum of 30% women in decision-making posi-
tions. To implement this commitment, several
countries in the region including Malaysia, Nepal,
Thailand, Timor-Leste, and Viet Nam—have set
general targets for increasing women’s partici-
pation in public decision making at all levels. To
implement the Beijing Platform and also con-
tribute to progress toward the MDGs, it would
be desirable for all countries in the region to set
general targets of at least 30% for women’s par-
ticipation in decision-making bodies at all lev-
els, including local institutions. In rural areas
where women’s mobility and public interactions
are restricted by conservative social norms,
women’s self-help groups and other women-only
groups could be given more formal voice in local
decision making. External agencies and NGOs
involved in local development projects have
important roles to play in supporting the par-
ticipation of women in the local institutions with
which they work, and providing training and
other support so that these women can gain con-
fidence and function more effectively.

Supportive Institutions

Strategic initiatives to reduce gender gaps and
empower women and girls are more effective
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when they are supported by equitable and
responsive institutions. These include law and
policy frameworks, government planning and
budget processes, accountability and enforce-
ment mechanisms, and partnerships with
women’s organizations and other key actors.
Regional partnerships can also play a key role,
especially on gender issues that have cross-border
implications. This subsection considers some of
the gender-responsive institutions already in
place in Asia and the Pacific. The discussion
draws heavily on countries’ recent progress
reports on their implementation of the Beijing
Platform for Action.

Law and policy frameworks. Virtually all
countries in the region provide constitutional or
statutory guarantees of gender equality, nondis-
crimination and protection of women’s rights.
However, there are still gaps in these frameworks
and weaknesses in enforcement. Several coun-

tries are still in the process of drafting new laws
on gender equality, domestic violence. and other
matters. Other countries are revisiting and
strengthening laws already in place. Malaysia,
for example, has had a domestic violence law in
place since 1994, and is now considering mea-
sures to improve the issuance of protective orders
and provide counseling to victims. Some coun-
tries are also in the process of identifying and
amending discriminatory provisions in other
laws. The Republic of Korea, for example, has
already corrected over 770 laws and regulations,
and earlier this year amended its civil law to
abolish the traditional family registry system,
which only allowed men to be registered as fam-
ily heads. In Nepal, amendments to 137 discrimi-
natory laws have been drafted and are pending
approval. Recent land reforms in some of the
transition economies illustrate the risk that new
laws, drafted without adequate consideration of
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In Bangladesh, the Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC), a national nongovernment
organization (NGO), has provided training to female union parishad members as well as the
(male) union parishad chairs in several poor districts. In one capacity-building project supported
by the Asian Development Bank, the female participants received training on union parishad
procedures; the union budget and allocation process; their role as union members; skills such as
running meetings, negotiation, and mediation; available government and NGO services; family
and property laws; and the procedures in local arbitration courts (shalish). Following the training,
the female councilors became much more active in identifying vulnerable community members
for government safety net programs, accessing development resources for rural infrastructure
projects, and arranging training, microcredit, and work opportunities for poor women in the
community. About 60% also participated in shalish, which encouraged more women and poor
people to come forward with their grievances.

The project also facilitated the setting up of local development forums, in which elected
women and their constituents could meet with local representatives of line ministries and NGOs
to discuss ways to match local needs with available programs. These forums provided key
opportunities for the elected women to present their constituents' concerns directly to govern-
ment officials, and enhanced their authority and credibility within their communities. In addition,
the project recommended changes in the local government ordinance and related procedures to
clarify the functions of elected women and men, their participation in local government commit-
tees, and other matters.

Other mechanisms for increasing women's voice in local government, which have been
used successfully in some states in India, include women's quorum requirements for village
assemblies and earmarking of local development budgets for women's development activities
(selected and managed by women's groups). In Cambodia, the planning and budget committees
for commune councils must include a woman and man from each village.

Sources: ADB, Gender and Governance Issues in Local Government: Regional Report on Technical Assistance
in Bangladesh, Nepal and Pakistan (2004); UNRISD, Gender Equality: Striving for Justice in an Unequal World
(p. 199) (2005).
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gender issues, can inadvertently introduce new
forms of discrimination. Kyrgyz Republic is ad-
dressing this issue by now requiring that all pro-
posed laws be analyzed from a gender
perspective. The land reform cases also illustrate
the importance of considering the traditional
norms and practices that may conflict with or
undermine a particular law reform, and address-
ing these through awareness-raising activities in-
volving both men and women. The land-titling
projects in the Lao PDR, for example, have
included gender-awareness activities for the gov-
ernment staff involved, as well as for women and
men in the project areas.

Virtually all countries in the region have also
introduced policy frameworks to promote gen-
der equality and empower women, based on the
Beijing Platform for Action. The framework fre-
quently includes a strategy or policy, as well as a
detailed plan of action. In India, several states
have established their own policies on women’s
empowerment. Pakistan is also pursuing inno-
vative gender policy reforms at both the federal
and provincial levels (see Box 12).

Countries have established various mecha-
nisms to implement their gender policies and
action plans. Common structures include a gov-
ernment-wide committee or commission to pro-
vide high-level support; a ministry or
department to coordinate implementation of the
policy at the national level and with local gov-
ernments; a network of gender focal points in
other key ministries to ensure that the policy is
mainstreamed in their activities; and a gender
working group or network to coordinate with
donors and NGOs. While these mechanisms look
promising on paper, most countries report weak-
nesses in their operation, due to inadequate staff-
ing and funding of the focal ministry or
department, its insufficient policy leverage with
other key ministries, and limited commitment
and capacity in the other ministries to address
gender concerns.

Several countries have adjusted their gen-
der policy mechanisms to overcome these weak-
nesses. In the Republic of Korea, for example,
the Women’s Policy Coordination Committee is
chaired by the Prime Minister, which signals
high-level political support for the Women’s
Development Act and Basic Plan for Women’s
Policies. Thailand recently designated chief gen-

der executive officers—high-ranking officials in
each ministry and department—to oversee the
development of plans for promoting gender
equality within their areas. In Viet Nam, 45 min-
istries/agencies and 61 of 64 provinces have
established their own committees for the
advancement of women, which coordinate with
the National Committee for the Advancement of
Women in Vietnam (NCFAW) and the Vietnam
Women’s Union. NCFAW conducts annual mis-
sions to monitor the gender-related activities of
ministries/agencies, provinces and cities and
reports its findings directly to the Prime Minis-
ter. The Prime Minister then requests the relevant
agencies to address the issues raised by the
NCFAW in its report. This structure promotes
accountability across ministries and levels of gov-
ernment for implementation of the National
Strategy and Plan of Action for the Advancement
of Women. In some countries, key sector minis-
tries are also developing specific gender strate-
gies for their sector. In Cambodia, for example,
the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports has
developed a gender education policy and gen-
der mainstreaming strategy, and the Ministry of
Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry is now devel-
oping a gender strategy through an agriculture
sector development program supported by ADB.
In India and the Philippines, the earmarking of
a fixed percentage of appropriations for gender-
related activities has also improved the incen-
tives for sector ministries and local governments
to implement the national gender policy (dis-
cussed further below).

National planning and budget pro-
cesses. As a cross-sectoral issue, gender equality
and women’s empowerment should be fully
addressed in national development plans, pov-
erty reduction strategies, expenditure frame-
works and budgets. Until recently, national
gender policies and action plans have been given
relatively little attention in these important pro-
cesses, or gender has been treated as a separate
“sector” with little spillover to other sectors and
areas. For example, the national poverty reduc-
tion strategies recently developed by countries
in the region typically discuss the relationship
between poverty and gender, and identify gen-
der issues in such traditional sectors as educa-
tion and health, but they rarely analyze gender
issues in other key sectors, such as agriculture
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To address the structural barriers to gender equality in Pakistan in a more comprehensive
manner, the Ministry of Women Development and provincial women's departments have
prepared federal and provincial gender reform action plans (GRAPs) in consultation with other
ministries, provincial governments, parliamentarians, nongovernment organizations and develop-
ment agencies. The GRAPs include measures to improve women's representation in political and
administrative structures, and to change planning and budgetary processes in order to narrow
gender gaps in public expenditure and the delivery of basic services. Thus far, the federal cabinet
and the provincial cabinets of Balochistan, Punjab and Sindh have approved their respective
GRAPs. The implementation of the GRAPs is being supported by the Asian Development Bank
(ADB) through its larger devolution support program, and by the Canadian International Develop-
ment Agency and other development partners. A recent gender assessment found that the
inclusion of the GRAPs in larger governance reform programs gave greater prominence to gender
issues at the policy level, but that the GRAPs still faced many challenges in implementation,
especially in conservative regions such as the Northwest Frontier Province.

Through the Gender Support Programme (GSP), the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP) and bilateral development agencies are also providing technical support to
the Government of Pakistan in the areas of women's political participation, economic empower-
ment, creation of an enabling social environment, and institutional strengthening. Some of the
specific initiatives under the GSP include (1) drafting a strategic framework for the Women's
Parliamentary Caucus; (2) supporting the training and networking of women councilors through a
Women's Political School; (3) supporting gender-responsive budget analysis at national and sub-
national levels; (4) supporting alternative dispute resolution mechanisms to deal with cases of
gender-based violence in a more equitable and sensitive manner; and (4) strengthening the
capacity of the National Commission on the Status of Women. The GSP builds on the achieve-
ments of UNDP's previous Gender Equality Umbrella Project, which included the training of over
27,000 women councilors elected to local government in 2001, drafting of legislation mandating
gender review and analysis of proposed government projects, initiation of gender-sensitive
budget processes within the Ministry of Finance, and a comprehensive social audit on abuse
against women. The GSP is closely linked with the UNDP governance program in Pakistan, and
coordinates closely with ADB on the GRAP implementation process (mentioned above) and with
bilateral donors and civil society partners.

Sources: ADB, Gender Equality Results in ADB Projects: Pakistan Country Report (2005); UNDP, Summary:
Gender Support Programme; UNDP, Gender Support Programme: Self-Assessment Report (2005).

and basic infrastructure. They typically include
a “gender” section, based on the national gen-
der policy and action plan, but do not include a
cost estimate of the activities proposed in the
“gender” section. The UN Millennium Project has
recommended that countries revise or update
their national poverty reduction strategies (or na-
tional development plans) to align these strate-
gies better with the MDGs, and fully cost the
interventions needed to achieve the MDGs (or
more ambitious national goals). If countries fol-
low this recommendation, it will provide an
opportunity to integrate gender concerns better
in all key sectors supported by the strategy, to
identify gender-related targets and indicators,
and to cost the gender-related activities outlined

in the strategy.131 To succeed, however, it will be
extremely important to involve the national gen-
der ministry or department in key phases of the
process, and to ensure that women’s organiza-
tions and other civil society groups supporting
gender equality have meaningful opportunities
to participate.

The costing of interventions needed to
achieve the MDGs—including the gender-spe-
cific goals—also provides an opportunity to cor-
rect the serious underfunding of national gender
policies and action plans. Several countries in the
region already have some experience in apply-
ing gender analysis to public revenues and
expenditures. The Philippines, and more recently
India, have gone further and mandated the ear-
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marking of expenditures for gender-related
activities. Since 1995, all departments and agen-
cies in the Philippine Government have been
required to allocate at least 5% of their appro-
priations to projects designed to address gender
issues. In its Ninth Plan, India introduced a
Women’s Component Plan, which earmarks 30%
of funds under various development and welfare
schemes for women beneficiaries. A detailed cost-
ing of the major interventions needed to achieve
gender equality and women’s empowerment
under Goal 3 would complement these gender
budget provisions by identifying activities that
are not yet adequately funded, especially in non-
traditional sectors and on such issues as political
representation and violence against women.

Accountability and enforcement. Many
laws that promote gender equality and women’s
empowerment—including labor laws, property
and inheritance laws, laws establishing a mini-
mum age of marriage, and laws against gender-
based violence and trafficking—are not fully
implemented or enforced. This can be due to a
lack of staff and other resources in the enforce-
ment agencies (such as labor ministries and land
administration offices), lack of gender awareness
and sensitivity on the part of law enforcement
officials and court officers, women’s lack of
awareness of their rights or their lack or power
and resources to seek legal protection, and ten-
sion between the formal laws and traditional
norms and practices. There is increasing recog-
nition in the region of these barriers to justice,
especially for poor and socially excluded women.
Where new laws or regulations are being intro-
duced—for example, the new land law in Cam-
bodia—it is now much more common to see
training for government officials and community-
awareness activities included in the law reform
program. Many NGOs in several countries have
also been providing legal literacy and legal aid
services, especially to poor and marginalized
women. Special courts and other tribunals have
also been set up, for example in Bangladesh, to
provide faster and more accessible relief to poor
women, especially in cases of violence. There are
also initiatives under way to address gender bias
in the judiciary and law enforcement. In the Phil-
ippines, for example, a Committee for Gender-
Responsiveness in the Judiciary has developed a
5-year plan to mainstream gender concerns in

the judiciary, including gender training of judges
and a gender review of judicial policies. In Paki-
stan, reforms of the judiciary and law enforce-
ment are being implemented under an
access-to-justice program supported by ADB.

Accountability mechanisms are also needed
in order to provide incentives for government
officials and others to implement gender-equi-
table laws and policies. As noted above, some
countries, such as Viet Nam, have built an
accountability mechanism into their policy
framework by providing for annual audits of the
performance of ministries and agencies, and
reporting of the results to high-level officials.
Women’s organizations and other civil society
groups can also make government officials more
accountable through monitoring and audit ac-
tivities. As noted in Section V.B, the Public Af-
fairs Center in Bangalore, India, has used patient
surveys and “report cards” to publicize the per-
sistent demand for informal payments in mater-
nity hospitals, and to generally measure the
quality, availability and affordability of other
basic services. In Kerala, India, women’s groups
have audited the implementation and impact of
anti-poverty programs implemented by local
government.132 In the Philippines, 400 local
councils of women are monitoring local govern-
ment unit policies and programs.

As noted in the earlier discussion of Goal 8,
donor support for gender equality initiatives in
the region is uneven, and tends to be concen-
trated in the education and health sectors to the
neglect of other sectors. More consistent track-
ing of donors’ gender-related programs is needed
to ensure that donors follow through on their own
policy commitments to gender mainstreaming,
and that they are providing appropriate and ef-
fective support to the gender equality goals of
their developing country partners. Civil society
organizations can play important roles in ensur-
ing that donors are accountable for the gender-
related results of their assistance programs, for
example, through independent gender audits and
assessments of donor-supported programs.

Partnerships. Some of the main challenges
to achieving gender equality and empowering
women and girls across the region reside in deep-
seated assumptions about women’s and men’s
capabilities and roles, entrenched practices (such
as early marriage), and community tolerance of

Future Directions
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domestic violence and other forms of abuse. Tra-
ditional norms also influence the drafting and
implementation of laws, regulations and policies,
and shape the attitudes of government officials
and private sector employers. Especially in rural
areas, women are often unaware of their rights
and entitlements under government programs
intended to benefit them, or do not have the
mobility and resources to claim these benefits and
protection. In these circumstances, community
awareness raising, social mobilization, and
behavior change activities involving both men
and women are essential to any interventions
intended to improve women’s access to basic ser-
vices, income-generating opportunities, or par-
ticipation in local decision making. Most
government ministries have limited skills and in-
centives to implement these “software” activi-
ties at the local level. However, women’s
organizations and other NGOs and CBOs have a
comparative advantage in precisely these areas.
In virtually every developing country in the
region, these organizations have piloted innova-
tive approaches to the delivery of health services,
informal education, formation of self-help
groups, legal empowerment, inclusion of women
in community decision making and development
projects, and campaigns to promote “social
goods,” such as girls’ education, family planning,
safe sex and safe migration, and to discourage
“social bads,” such as domestic violence and traf-
ficking. Sector ministries and local governments
in many countries have sought out these organi-
zations as partners to improve their own outreach
and services, especially in poor and remote com-
munities. Community-level partnerships
between government and civil society groups
experienced in working with poor women and
men should be a key feature of any future inter-
ventions to improve women’s capabilities, oppor-
tunities, security, and rights.

In their recent reports on progress in imple-
menting the Beijing Platform for Action, several
countries in the region also confirm the impor-
tance of strategic alliances between the
government’s focal ministry or department for
gender and women’s organizations. These part-
nerships are particularly useful for proposing law
reforms and policy changes, and improving the

responsiveness of government programs and gov-
ernment officials to the needs of poor and so-
cially excluded women. For example, in the
Republic of Korea, a campaign by women’s or-
ganizations to abolish the discriminatory family
registry system persuaded the Ministry of Gen-
der Equality to establish a task force, whose rec-
ommendations led to the introduction of a bill in
the National Assembly to abolish the system. For
greater impact, these partnerships also should
extend to parliamentarians (both women and
men). In its progress report on implementation
of the Beijing Platform for Action, the Ministry of
Women’s Affairs of Cambodia acknowledges that
it will need to lobby more effectively with par-
liamentarians when it resubmits its draft law on
violence against women. The UN system (par-
ticularly UNDP and UNIFEM), the development
banks, and bilateral development agencies have
also been key partners with the national focal
institutions for gender, providing both financial
and technical support. Going forward, it will be
important for these external agencies to help the
focal institutions build their technical capacity
to participate in national processes, such as the
development of an MDG-based national pov-
erty reduction strategy (or development plan)
and medium-term expenditure frameworks. The
recent success of the Ministry of Women’s Affairs
in Cambodia in influencing the national poverty
reduction strategy and the Cambodian MDGs,
and its involvement in the piloting of medium-
term expenditure frameworks with other key
ministries, demonstrate the potential of these
focal institutions to have an impact at the na-
tional policy level, despite their limited resources
and political capital.

Regional initiatives. Virtually all the inter-
governmental bodies in Asia and the Pacific sup-
port the regional and national goals of gender
equality and women’s empowerment through
their existing programs. UNESCAP convened the
recent review of regional progress in implement-
ing the Beijing Platform for Action, and its Gen-
der and Development Section provides research,
technical, and networking support to member
countries to assist them in implementing the
Beijing Platform and CEDAW. About 40% of ADB
loans to its developing member countries have
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specific gender goals or seek to mainstream gen-
der concerns; it also provides gender-related
technical assistance.133 Other regional focal points
on gender are the Asia-Pacific Economic Coop-
eration (APEC) Gender Focal Point Network and
Women Leaders’ Network, the ASEAN Commit-
tee on Women, the Pacific Women’s Bureau, and
the South Asian Association for Regional Coop-
eration (SAARC) Autonomous Advocacy Group
of Prominent Women Personalities. The APEC
Gender Focal Point Network and the Pacific
Women’s Bureau, in particular, have supported
projects to disseminate good practices in gender
integration. The SAARC Autonomous Advocacy
Group is advocating greater attention to improv-
ing women’s educational and economic oppor-
tunities and ending violence against women in
South Asia.

In recent years, the main regional bodies
have expanded their activities related to various
social development issues, including human

resource development, HIV/AIDS and other com-
municable diseases, food security, employment,
migration, and trafficking. All these areas are rel-
evant to the achievement of the MDGs and all
have clear gender dimensions. The main gender
focus to date has been in the area of trafficking,
including the SAARC Convention on Preventing
and Combating Trafficking in Women and Chil-
dren for Prostitution and the ASEAN Declara-
tion Against Trafficking in Persons Particularly
Women and Children. (Six countries also recently
signed a memorandum of understanding on
Cooperation against Trafficking in Persons in the
GMS.) Attention to gender concerns has been less
consistent in other areas. To maximize the social
impact of regional cooperation, regional organi-
zations should include gender analysis and en-
sure gender balance in all of their cooperative
activities (including scholarship, training, and
exchange programs). These principles of gender
integration would also increase the social benefits

Future Directions
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of other initiatives, such as the regional economic
cooperation programs supported by ADB in Cen-
tral Asia, the GMS, and South Asia.

As noted earlier, the Asia and Pacific region
houses a wealth of successful experiences in clos-
ing gender gaps and empowering women and
girls. Bilateral cooperation and exchanges facili-
tate the sharing of these diverse experiences
within the region. Malaysia, Philippines, and
Thailand have been particularly active in shar-
ing their expertise in gender integration through
their south-south technical cooperation pro-
grams, and the Philippines has proposed a
regional training institution to expand and insti-
tutionalize these programs. Successful NGOs,
such as BRAC, Grameen Bank, and SEWA, have
also become models and resources for NGOs in
other countries in the region, providing training,
participating in staff exchanges and sharing good
practices and other resources. The UN system,
the development banks, and bilateral agencies
also have supported a wide range of bilateral and
regional exchanges of gender expertise and
experience. For example, the World Bank recently
hosted a regional workshop on good practices in
integrating gender concerns in national poverty
reduction strategies, including both government
and nongovernment participants. ADB recently
sponsored a series of peer training workshops in
which (male) government officials from several
countries shared their experiences in
mainstreaming gender concerns in rural devel-
opment projects. These types of exchanges should
be continued and expanded.

Several regional NGOs and NGO networks

also support research, training and advocacy on
gender issues. Asia Pacific Women’s Watch, for
example, links women’s organizations and
researchers from the region who are monitoring
countries’ implementation of the Beijing Platform
for Action, and recently organized the regional
NGO forum for the ten-year review of the Beijing
Platform. The Asia Pacific Forum on Women, Law
and Development and International Women’s
Rights Action Watch Asia Pacific support women’s
organizations in promoting and protecting
women’s rights and monitoring countries’ imple-
mentation of CEDAW and other international
human rights instruments. As mentioned earlier,
the Center for Asia-Pacific Women in Politics pro-
vides training and networking support to women
parliamentarians and others in the region. These
and other organizations and networks are key
mechanisms for sharing regional expertise and
experience, and supporting country-level initia-
tives, to promote gender equality and empower
women.

In recent years, governments, the UN sys-
tem, regional bodies and NGOs have begun to
coordinate much more effectively to address
human trafficking as an urgent regional prob-
lem with clear gender impacts, for example,
through the UN interagency project to combat
trafficking in the GMS. A similar coordinated
approach would also be beneficial to address
other regional issues with gender implications,
such as regional harmonization of skills training
and accreditation, the regularization and sup-
port of migrant workers, and control of HIV/AIDS
and other communicable diseases.
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VI. Conclusions and
Recommendations

Countries in Asia and the Pacific are making
progress toward achieving Millennium Develop-
ment Goal 3—promoting gender equality and
empowering women—mainly by narrowing gen-
der gaps in primary and secondary education and
raising literacy rates. However, progress in
improving women’s economic and political par-
ticipation under Goal 3 has been more mixed,
and most countries are not reducing the number
of maternal deaths fast enough under Goal 5.
Most countries in the region have put in place
sound laws and policies to promote gender equal-
ity and protect women’s rights, but implemen-
tation and enforcement mechanisms are weak
and traditional gender norms and practices per-
sist. The region as a whole faces a number of
challenges to the achievement of gender equal-
ity, but it is also home to some of the world’s
most innovative and successful strategies for nar-
rowing gender gaps and empowering women.
These success stories provide possible models for
other countries to adapt and follow.

The recent World Summit confirmed the
importance of pursuing gender equality and
women’s empowerment as a fundamental
development goal in its own right, as well as an
essential part of any strategy to reduce poverty
and hunger, improve access to basic services,
prevent the spread of HIV/AIDS, and promote
sustainable development. Building on the com-
mitments in the Millennium Declaration, the
World Summit Outcome endorses a clear set of
actions to promote gender equality over the next
10 years and beyond. These World Summit com-
mitments reflect a more expansive and

multisectoral view of gender equality than the
original targets and indicators for Goals 3 and 5,
and support the broader view of these Goals that
many countries in the region have already taken
through their own national development goals,
targets and indicators. The World Summit com-
mitments to gender equality provide a sound
framework for governments, civil society groups
and development agencies to pursue more gen-
der-equitable development outcomes in the
region. Specific actions that each of these key
stakeholder groups can take are outlined below.
However, meaningful progress toward gender
equality will not be made without strong politi-
cal commitment at all levels and changes in pre-
vailing social norms and attitudes.

Government actions. To implement their
commitments to gender equality and women’s
empowerment in both the Millennium Declara-
tion and World Summit Outcome, governments
in the region should
• ensure that their national poverty reduction

strategies (or national development plans)
support the gender equality framework
endorsed by the World Summit—including
time-bound actions to (1) eliminate gender
inequalities at all educational levels;
(2) guarantee women’s rights to own and in-
herit property; (3) ensure equal access to
reproductive health services; (4) promote
equal access to decent employment; (5) en-
sure equal access to productive assets and
resources including land, credit and tech-
nology; (6) eliminate all forms of discrimi-
nation and violence against women and
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girls; and (7) increase women’s representa-
tion in government decision making at all
levels;

• estimate the full costs of all activities needed
to achieve these gender equality objectives,
and include these costs in relevant expendi-
ture frameworks and budgets;

• integrate gender considerations in all strat-
egies and programs aimed to achieve the
MDGs, and analyze the related expenditure
frameworks and budgets from a gender per-
spective;

• implement specific strategies—in partner-
ship with civil society groups and other key
stakeholders—to improve the capabilities,
opportunities, security and voice of adoles-
cent girls and women from marginalized
groups, including ethnic minorities, disad-
vantaged castes, refugees and other dis-
placed persons, migrants and the disabled;

• prioritize “software” activities, including
outreach to political and religious leaders,
awareness-raising campaigns, and mobili-
zation of women’s groups and supportive
men’s groups, to challenge traditional gen-
der norms and practices (including sex-
selective abortions and neglect of infant girls,
early marriage, tolerance of domestic vio-
lence and inequitable rules relating to
inheritance and ownership of land);

• increase funding and political support for
key institutions supporting gender equality
(including national focal agencies for gen-
der equality, labor inspectorates, and hu-
man rights commissions);

• improve the monitoring of gender-related
progress under the MDGs by disaggregat-
ing all national MDG indicators by sex (as
well as age, ethnicity and other relevant fac-
tors), and expand the indicators for Goals 3
and 5 to reflect the broader World Summit
commitments to gender equality and repro-
ductive health; and
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• pursue opportunities to partner with other
countries in the region on common objec-
tives, such as regularizing migration; com-
bating human trafficking; preventing the
spread of HIV/AIDS and other communi-
cable diseases; and promoting trade, tour-
ism, and regional infrastructure projects with
sensitivity to gender and other social con-
cerns.

Civil society organizations. Women’s or-
ganizations and other civil society groups can help
governments to implement their commitments
to gender equality, and hold governments
accountable for their performance, by
• ensuring that their own policies and pro-

grams support the broad gender equality
agenda outlined in the World Summit Out-
come;

• partnering with national and local govern-
ments and with development agencies to
implement programs with gender equality
objectives, especially activities involving
community outreach and mobilization, and
programs targeting women in marginalized
groups;

• advocating law and policy reforms and more
effective institutions to promote gender equal-
ity and ensure access to justice, especially for
poor and marginalized women; and

• monitoring and reporting on government’s
performance related to its gender equality
commitments (for example, through shadow
reports to the CEDAW expert committee and
gender audits or assessments of specific gov-
ernment programs).

Development agencies. Bilateral and mul-
tilateral agencies also have important roles to play

Conclusions and Recommendations

in supporting gender equality and women’s em-
powerment in the region by
• aligning their own gender policies and pro-

grams with the gender equality framework
outlined in the World Summit Outcome, and
with the national gender policies and action
plans of their government partners;

• increasing their funding for gender-related
assistance, especially to the weakest-per-
forming countries in the region in terms of
gender equality, and for programs targeting
women in disadvantaged groups;

• continuing to support national gender focal
agencies, and also supporting gender-
mainstreaming activities in other key gov-
ernment bodies, including finance, planning
and sectoral ministries, national parlia-
ments, and local governments and elected
bodies;

• continuing to support women’s organizations
and other civil society groups that promote
gender equality and women’s rights;

• incorporating a gender perspective in their
support for all sectors; and tracking, assess-
ing, and reporting on their own gender-
related performance;

• supporting bilateral and regional initiatives
to promote gender equality (for example,
through south-south technical assistance,
peer exchanges and regional networks of
gender advocates, experts, and
policymakers); and

• incorporating a gender perspective in their
regional programs related to migration,
human trafficking, control of HIV/AIDS and
other communicable diseases, trade, tour-
ism, infrastructure development, and relief
and reconstruction following conflicts and
natural disasters.
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Appendix 1

BANGKOK COMMUNIQUÉ

(adopted at the High-Level Intergovernmental Meeting to Review Regional Implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action
and Its Regional and Global Outcomes)

The High-level Intergovernmental Meeting to Review Regional Implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action and Its
Regional and Global Outcomes was held in Bangkok from 7 to 10 September 2004, and was attended by 44 members and
associate members of ESCAP, United Nations bodies, programmes and specialized agencies, representatives of intergovern-
mental agencies and observers from non-governmental organizations.

WE REAFFIRM OUR COMMITMENT to the consensus Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action and the outcome of
the twenty-third special session of the General Assembly.

WE ACKNOWLEDGE the gains made including:

• The formulation of national policies and action plans to promote gender equality and the empowerment of women.
• The establishment and the strengthening of national machineries or institutional mechanisms for the advancement of

women.
• Improved women’s health, including maternal and reproductive and sexual health, nutritional status and longer life

expectancy.
• The formulation and revision of domestic laws and regulations to eliminate discrimination against women.
• Affirmative actions to increase women's participation in politics and decision making.
• Increased access to women to education and a significant decrease in women's illiteracy rate.
• Improved economic empowerment of women.
• Active and enhanced participation of women's non-governmental organizations and civil society.

WE ACKNOWLEDGE THAT THERE ARE GAPS in the full implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action, includ-
ing:

• The insufficient catalytic role of national machineries for the advancement of women in the national planning and policy-
making process.

• The lack of policies, legislations and programmes to protect women migrant workers' human rights.
• The lack of reproductive health information and services or care to women, particularly young women and adolescents.
• The lack of regional cooperation and partnership initiatives for combating trafficking in persons, HIV/AIDS and promot-

ing the protection of women migrant workers and global market mechanisms.
• The limitation of financial and human resources for promoting gender equality.
• Women’s disproportionate representation among the poor (feminization of poverty).
• The high prevalence rate of HIV/AIDS in the region particularly among women.
• The low level of women’s participation in decision making at various levels.
• The persisting violence against women including trafficking of women and children and girl child marriage.
• The lack of reliable and relevant sex and age disaggregated data and gender statistics.
• The persisting portrayal of women and girls as sexual objects and commodities in media and information and commu-

nication technology.

WE RECOGNIZE THE NEED TO ADDRESS THE FOLLOWING CHALLENGES:

• Combating continuing violation of human rights and all forms of discrimination against women and girls.
• Strengthening of women's national machineries and institutional mechanisms.
• Improving allocation of financial and human resources and increasing allocation of financial resources.
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• Developing gender-sensitive indicators and sex disaggregated statistics for measuring progress.
• Forging close cooperation and partnership with stakeholders.
• Creating an enabling environment to support policies and affirmative action programmes to

ensure women's access to economic resources and opportunities, education and health, and
including reproductive health.

• Increasing the accessibility, availability, affordability and quality of reproductive health ser-
vices, especially for poor, young and marginalized women.

• Reducing the vulnerability of women and girls to HIV/AIDS.
• Promoting gender mainstreaming as a systematic approach to ensure gender-responsive imple-

mentation of policies and plans to be institutionalized.
• Addressing the negative impacts of globalization and trade liberalization such as job insecurity

and violations of labour rights.
• Promoting adequate social and legislative protection to vulnerable women.
• Reducing and alleviating poverty.
• Supporting and recognizing community and independent media to counter the negative and

stereotypical portrayal of women and girls.
• Protecting women and children in situations arising from militarism, war and armed conflict,

and in particular, from the use of rape and sexual violence and hostage-taking as a strategy of
war.

• Mainstreaming of women in environmental decision making at all levels in the context of envi-
ronmental degradation and pollution, climate changes, and their impact on gender.

FURTHERMORE, WE RECOGNIZE the importance of ensuring linkages and cross-fertiliza-
tion with commitments to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against
Women, Security Council resolution 1325 (2000) on women, peace and security, International Con-
ference on Population and Development Programme of Action, the Millennium Declaration, the
internationally agreed development goals, including those contained in the Millennium Declaration,
which are recognized as effective in realizing women's human rights and gender equality.

WE ENCOURAGE the strengthening of cooperation and partnerships, and the commitment to
allocating increased resources by governments, non-governmental organizations, development part-
ners, and regional, international and intergovernmental agencies.

WE THEREFORE RENEW OUR COMMITMENT TO THE FULL AND EFFECTIVE
IMPLEMENTATION OF THE BEIJING PLATFORM FOR ACTION.

WE OFFER THIS COMMUNIQUÉ AS THE ASIAN AND PACIFIC CONTRIBUTION TO THE
MEETING ON THE GLOBAL REVIEW AND APPRAISAL OF THE IMPLEMENTATION OF THE
BEIJING PLATFORM FOR ACTION TO BE CARRIED OUT BY THE UNITED NATIONS COM-
MISSION ON THE STATUS OF WOMEN AT ITS FORTY-NINTH SESSION TO BE HELD IN
NEW YORK IN MARCH 2005.
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Appendix 2

UN Doc. A/60/L.1
15 September 2005

2005 WORLD SUMMIT OUTCOME
[excerpt]

. . .

Gender equality and the empowerment of women

58. We remain convinced that progress for women is progress for all. We reaffirm that the full
and effective implementation of the goals and objectives of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for
Action and the outcome of the twenty-third special session of the General Assembly is an essential
contribution to achieving the internationally agreed development goals, including those contained
in the Millennium Declaration, and we resolve to promote gender equality and eliminate pervasive
gender discrimination by:

(a) Eliminating gender inequalities in primary and secondary education by the earliest possible
date and at all educational levels by 2015;

(b) Guaranteeing the free and equal right of women to own and inherit property and ensuring
secure tenure of property and housing by women;

(c) Ensuring equal access to reproductive health;

(d) Promoting women's equal access to labour markets, sustainable employment and adequate
labour protection;

(e) Ensuring equal access of women to productive assets and resources, including land, credit and
technology;

(f) Eliminating all forms of discrimination and violence against women and the girl child, includ-
ing by ending impunity and by ensuring the protection of civilians, in particular women and
the girl child, during and after armed conflicts in accordance with the obligations of States
under international humanitarian law and international human rights law;

(g) Promoting increased representation of women in Government decision-making bodies, includ-
ing through ensuring their equal opportunity to participate fully in the political process.

59. We recognize the importance of gender mainstreaming as a tool for achieving gender equality.
To that end, we undertake to actively promote the mainstreaming of a gender perspective in the
design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of policies and programmes in all political, eco-
nomic and social spheres, and further undertake to strengthen the capabilities of the United Nations
system in the area of gender.

Appendix



78        Pursuing Gender Equality Through the MDG in Asia and the Pacific

Appendix 3

POORLY PERFORMING COUNTRIES IN ASIA AND THE PACIFIC IN TERMS OF GENDER
EQUALITY AND WOMEN'S EMPOWERMENT1

1 Rankings are based on the statistics provided in Appendix 5. A key to abbreviations of country names is provided in
Appendix 4. Where more than one country is included in a cell, this indicates that the countries have the same ranking.
Countries highlighted in bold are among the 10 worst performers under five or more indicators.

2 All other countries for which statistics are available have female/male enrollment ratios of 95% or higher.
3 Modern contraceptive use by married women is an international indicator under MDG 6/Target 7 (to halt and reverse

the spread of HIV/AIDS). However, it is also an indicator of access to reproductive health services. As discussed in
Section III.C of the paper, the UN Millennium Project has recommended adding universal access to reproductive health
services as a target under MDG 5 (to improve maternal health), and several countries in the region have already
established a separate goal or target on access to reproductive health services. At the 2005 World Summit, governments
also included equal access to reproductive health in their commitments to gender equality and women's empowerment
(see Appendix 2). It therefore seems appropriate to include this indicator here.
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Appendix 4

KEY TO COUNTRY ABBREVIATIONS

AFG - Afghanistan
ARM - Armenia
AZE - Azerbaijan
BAN - Bangladesh
BHU - Bhutan
CAM - Cambodia
COO - Cook Islands
FIJ - Fiji Islands
FSM - Federated States of Micronesia
GEO - Georgia
IND - India
INO - Indonesia
IRN - Islamic Republic of Iran
JPN - Japan
KAZ - Kazakhstan
KIR - Kiribati
KOR - Republic of Korea
KYR - Kyrgyz Republic
LAO - Lao PDR
MAC - Macao, China
MAL - Malaysia
MLD - Maldives
MMR - Myanmar
MON - Mongolia
NEP - Nepal
NIU - Niue
NRU - Nauru
PAK - Pakistan
PAL - Palau
PHI - Philippines
PNG - Papua New Guinea
PRC - People's Republic of China
RMI - Republic of Marshall Islands
SAM - Samoa
SOL - Solomon Islands
SRI - Sri Lanka
TAJ - Tajikistan
THA - Thailand
TKM - Turkmenistan
TML - Timor-Leste
TON - Tonga
TUR - Turkey
TUV - Tuvalu
UZB - Uzbekistan
VAN - Vanuatu
VIE - Viet Nam
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Appendix 5 STATISTICAL TABLES

TTTTTable 1:  Gender Pable 1:  Gender Pable 1:  Gender Pable 1:  Gender Pable 1:  Gender Parity in Primararity in Primararity in Primararity in Primararity in Primary Educationy Educationy Educationy Educationy Education
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TTTTTable 2:  Gender Pable 2:  Gender Pable 2:  Gender Pable 2:  Gender Pable 2:  Gender Parity in Secondararity in Secondararity in Secondararity in Secondararity in Secondary Educationy Educationy Educationy Educationy Education
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TTTTTable 3:  Gender Pable 3:  Gender Pable 3:  Gender Pable 3:  Gender Pable 3:  Gender Parity in Tarity in Tarity in Tarity in Tarity in Tererererertiartiartiartiartiary Educationy Educationy Educationy Educationy Education
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TTTTTable 4:  Gender Pable 4:  Gender Pable 4:  Gender Pable 4:  Gender Pable 4:  Gender Parity in Litarity in Litarity in Litarity in Litarity in Literacy Leeracy Leeracy Leeracy Leeracy Levvvvvelselselselsels
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TTTTTable 5:  Wable 5:  Wable 5:  Wable 5:  Wable 5:  Women's Romen's Romen's Romen's Romen's Representation in Non-epresentation in Non-epresentation in Non-epresentation in Non-epresentation in Non-AAAAAgricultural Wgricultural Wgricultural Wgricultural Wgricultural Wage Emage Emage Emage Emage Emploploploploploymentymentymentymentyment
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TTTTTable 6:  Wable 6:  Wable 6:  Wable 6:  Wable 6:  Women's Romen's Romen's Romen's Romen's Representation in National Pepresentation in National Pepresentation in National Pepresentation in National Pepresentation in National Parliamentarliamentarliamentarliamentarliament

Appendix



86        Pursuing Gender Equality Through the MDG in Asia and the Pacific

TTTTTable 7able 7able 7able 7able 7:  Mat:  Mat:  Mat:  Mat:  Maternal Healthernal Healthernal Healthernal Healthernal Health
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