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Foreword

The Asian Development Bank’s (ADB) Poverty Reduction Strategy adopted in 1999 and updated
in 2004 is built on three inter-related pillars: pro-poor, sustainable economic growth; inclusive
social development; and good governance. Reducing poverty requires considerable efforts to

improve the participation of women and the poor in local governance and resource mobilization and
to increase the effectiveness of public sector service delivery to them. In this regional technical as-
sistance project, women elected to local government bodies in Bangladesh, Nepal, and Pakistan linked
the resources of government and nongovernment organizations (NGOs) with their poorest constitu-
ents via a unique framework that applied the three pillars at the grassroots level. Resources included
employment opportunities, training programs, and social sector programs. Laws reserve seats for women
in local governments in all three countries, but long traditions of gender inequality and patriarchal
values have limited the participation and effectiveness of female representatives.

The project framework combined an interface among women representatives, government of-
ficials, and poor constituents with social mobilization and capacity building to improve the effective-
ness of women representatives and empower them to represent their poor constituents and deliver the
services and opportunities they so desperately need. Capacity building provided needed knowledge,
skills, and techniques to women representatives, and local resources were mobilized for their poorest
constituents. The fact that a majority of the women representatives were themselves poor meant that
the training and support they received from the project also expanded their own social capital. The
success of the project is underscored by the support it won from its major stakeholders including
sponsoring ministries, participating NGOs, and local councils. The participating NGOs in collabora-
tion with women representatives will expand the project in each of the three countries. These out-
comes suggest that (i) empowering the poor through good governance will expand their economic
opportunities and increase their inclusion in the social life of their communities and (ii) the project’s
framework and approach could be mainstreamed into ADB’s efforts to promote good governance and
to reduce poverty at the grassroots level.

Kunio Senga
Director General

South Asia Regional Department
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Executive Summary

The project focused on gender and local governance in Bangladesh, Nepal, and the North West
Frontier Province of Pakistan and was unique in its efforts to apply the three pillars of the Asian
Development Bank’s (ADB) poverty reduction strategy at the grass roots level. It was imple-

mented over the 18-month period July 2002–February 2004 and was jointly funded by ADB, the Japan
Special Fund, and the Canadian International Development Agency.

Project activities were divided into two major components (i) capacity building for elected and
nominated women representatives to local government and (ii) policy analysis of local government
ordinances. The analyses provided valuable information about structural constraints and their impli-
cations for women and included recommendations for improving gender equity in the legal, social, and
economic arenas.

The project designed a framework for promoting gender and good governance to assist women
representatives to carry out their roles more confidently and to serve their constituents, who are mainly
poor women, more effectively. It consisted of:

• an interface among poor communities, women representatives, and government officials that
established the credibility and effectiveness of elected women representatives and involved offic-
ers from line agencies in transparent and accountable interaction with community members;

• social mobilization of key stakeholders particularly the poor, elected women representatives
and women leaders, and officers of line agencies;

• capacity building of elected women representatives, male representatives and leaders, and
female community leaders.

The interface and social mobilization were achieved by creating women’s forums that meet
regularly and establish links for women representatives with government line agencies, nongovern-
ment organizations (NGOs), and the private sector.

Capacity building by local NGOs provided women representatives with basic knowledge about
local government (their roles, budgets, record keeping, agendas, projects, monitoring committees, project
funds); about how to run meetings, mediate disputes, and negotiate development programs and local
resource mobilization; and about gender issues. In all cases, training in gender sensitivity was provided
to male representatives and in some cases to other male stakeholders as well.

Although long traditions of gender inequality and patriarchal values placed huge barriers on
women’s participation in local government in all three countries, the project successfully addressed
gender and good governance issues. Project activities varied in each country because of different social
conditions and differences in the experience and institutional capacity of the implementing NGOs;
nevertheless, the activities the women initiated after capacity building brought positive change to
their constituents, improved their own status and visibility in their communities, and made them
models for other women to follow. They mobilized resources for employment, health, sanitation, small
roads, and educational opportunities. The forums were critical elements in their effectiveness. A unique
outcome of the project was the support it won from all its stakeholders. All participants recommended
that ADB extend the project until December 31, 2004, which ADB agreed to do. In addition, the
NGOs responsible for capacity building plan to continue their activities with the female representa-
tives and leaders in all three countries beyond the current project time line. It is recommended that
the project’s framework and approach be formalized, replicated, and mainstreamed into ADB activities
as an effective means of reducing poverty by promoting gender equity and good governance.
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Among the important lessons learned are the following.

• Poverty reduction is best implemented at the grassroots level.
• An interface among elected women officials, government officers, and poor people is an ef-

fective means of improving the delivery of public sector resources to the poorest and most
disadvantaged, particularly women.

• When elected women representatives link the needs of their constituents with the resources
of government and other public sector organizations, local government is more transparent
and more effective.

• Regularly held local forums attended by government representatives increase the participa-
tion of poor people in governance and involve them in decisions that address their needs.

• Building the capacity of female elected officials enhances the effectiveness of local govern-
ment and develops the social capital of the women themselves.

• The success of the participating NGOs in building the confidence and ability of locally elected
women to operate in predominantly male environments increased their effectiveness and
their commitment to gender equity.




