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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.
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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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