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A. Background and Development Context 
 

1.   Kazakhstan exhibits a high level of gender parity in access to primary and secondary 
education, as well as in literacy rates. Having met its target regarding education and literacy 
rates under Millennium Development Goal 3 (promote gender equality and empower women), 
new targets were set in 2007—to increase the representation of women in legislative and 
executive bodies, to prevent and respond to violence against women, and to address the 
gender wage gap.2 Progress toward these new targets has been somewhat uneven. For 
instance, in the national legislature, women represent only 4% of members of the Senate and 
22% of members of the Mazhilis (lower house of parliament). About 17% of deputies of 
Maslihats (regional legislatures) are women. Women constitute 58% of all civil servants but 
hold only about 9% of high-level positions in central executive offices.3   
 

2.  The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) in 2011 scored Kazakhstan with 
a Gender Inequality Index (GII) value of 0.334, which can be interpreted as representing a loss 
of 33% in development achievements because of gender inequality in access to reproductive 
health, the labor market, and empowerment.4 In 2011, the World Economic Forum ranked 
Kazakhstan 49th out of 135 countries on its Gender Gap Index, a slippage from its 2010 
ranking of 41st of 134 countries.5 Both the GII score and the World Economic Forum 
classification indicate that gender disparities in certain areas have formally been eliminated in 
Kazakhstan, yet significant inequalities persist.   
  
3.  The economic activity of both sexes has been increasing, but women’s employment is 
still less than men’s. Women’s unemployment rates are higher than men’s and vary by region. 
In 2009, women represented about two-thirds of the officially registered unemployed in the 
country. In some regions, however, women made up more than 70% of the officially 
unemployed. Women’s average earnings are only 63% of men’s, a figure influenced by 
persistent segregation of the labor market.   
 

B. Evaluation of Laws, Policy, and Institutions for Promotion of Gender Equality  
 

4.  The government has taken important steps to improve the status of women and 
eliminate gender-based inequalities. Kazakhstan is a party to the United Nations Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). Women’s civil 
society organizations (CSOs) in Kazakhstan have regularly submitted alternative reports to the 
official submission to the CEDAW Committee. Additionally, Kazakh officials note that their 
chairmanships of the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE, 2010) and 
the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC, 2011) have been used as platforms for 
raising issues of women’s rights. 
 

5.  In 2005, the President approved a strategy for gender equality for Kazakhstan for 2006–
2016, which covers several spheres and sets indicators for progress. In 2009, laws On State 
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Guarantees of Equal Rights and Equal Opportunities of Men and Women and On the 
Prevention of Domestic Violence were adopted. A National Commission for Women’s Affairs 
and Family-Demographic Policy, created by a presidential decree in 1998, is responsible for 
realizing the strategy for gender equality. In March 2011, the National Commission organized 
the First Congress of Women in Kazakhstan, which highlighted the positive contributions of 
women to development. 
  
6.  While Kazakhstan’s gender equality framework is sound, realization of the gender 
strategy and implementation of the laws are not yet complete. Women’s CSOs point to 
persistent problems such as the disparities between women’s lives in rural and urban areas, 
women’s unemployment, and domestic violence.  
 

7.  The President has announced specific goals, such as increasing the numbers of women 
in decision-making positions and reducing female unemployment. The government has 
undertaken programs that will ameliorate the lives of women, such as the expansion of day-
care programs and targets for the creation of preschools by 2020 (the Balapan Program). 
However, other large-scale projects such as those aimed at improving employment 
opportunities and development of infrastructure remain gender-neutral in their approach.   
 

C. Gender Issues and Women’s Concerns in Country Partnership Strategy Priority 
Areas, and Strategic Recommendations 

 

8.  The country partnership strategy (CPS) is consistent with Kazakhstan’s priority for a 
gender-sensitive approach to the country’s development processes. The CPS includes gender 
mainstreaming targets, which are highlighted in its results framework and cross-referenced to 
the corresponding assessments of its priority sectors. Specific challenges and strategies for 
gender mainstreaming in the sectors prioritized in the CPS are summarized below. At a 
collective level, technical assistance for improving gender statistics collection, analysis, and 
utilization across sectors is envisaged. 
 

1. Financial Sector and Small and Medium-Sized Enterprise Development  
 

9.  Improving access to finance and economic opportunities for women is closely linked to 
the development of entrepreneurship and small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), both 
those headed by women and those that employ women. Women primarily run small-scale 
businesses (the vast majority in trade and service provision); these are generally family 
businesses or located in the informal sector.6 Many women who are engaged in home-based 
production do not regard this work as a business, so they generally do not consider actions to 
grow their enterprises. 
 

10.  Women are overly represented among the self-employed; by some estimates, 60% of 
the self-employed are women.7 The term self-employment refers to a specific category of 
private business in the informal sector under which the majority of self-employed people are 
operating without licensing. Self-employed women do not pay into the pension system or 
receive social insurance. They have little security in terms of workplace safety, regulation of 
working conditions, or sick leave. The government has prioritized the transfer of self-
employment and informal business to the formal sector, but women’s CSOs express 
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uncertainty about whether this will ultimately benefit women in terms of increased social 
support relative to the costs associated with increased regulation in the formal sector. 
 

11.  Women in Kazakhstan often start a business out of necessity and the lack of alternative 
employment options (whereas men are much more likely to be motivated by a desire to take 
advantage of a perceived opportunity). While both businessmen and women face constraints in 
trying to sustain and develop their businesses, women face particular obstacles, such as the 
significant gender gap in the distribution of microcredit, land, and other economic assets. Rural 
women especially identify the following constraints related to access to finance: lack of 
collateral, refusals by banks, complicated banking procedures, fear of taking on debt, and lack 
of skills and knowledge. Women in general lack information about bank loans and microfinance 
programs, as well as access to specialized skills and business networks.8 
 

12.  To address these issues, the following gender strategy in the sector is proposed:  
 

(i)       Support the mainstreaming of gender issues into general SME development 
programs. 

(ii)       Expand opportunities for businesswomen to enter new sectors and to expand 
micro and small-scale businesses. 

(iii)       Support business advisory services and training programs that respond to 
distinct characteristics of women’s entrepreneurship. 

(iv)       Expand employment opportunities for women in SMEs and improve the 
conditions of women’s employment in the private sector. 

 

2. Municipal Infrastructure, and Services 
 

13.  In urban areas, women note problems with heating distribution and water supply, and 
increasing tariffs combined with poor service. Some female respondents consulted for this 
assessment explained that many new housing buildings are constructed quickly with poor 
quality materials, resulting in heating deficiencies. Others commented that older buildings are 
in poor condition and heating systems need major renovations. Current deficiencies in basic 
services increase women’s unpaid workload. Better women’s access to urban infrastructure not 
only improves their living conditions but increases their time for productive activities.   
 

14.  Many women note the problem of courtyards between buildings being used for parking 
cars, leaving few safe places for children to play. Since the burden of caring for children and 
the sick, disabled, and elderly generally falls to women, they noted that many public areas and 
buildings are not accessible for wheelchair users or to strollers or prams. 
 

15.  Women in peri-urban and rural areas face more acute conditions, and most spend a 
significant amount of time transporting water and collecting fuel (wood or dung) to use for 
home heating. Women in particular noted the burden of transporting water for daily use. Street-
lighting in such areas is generally limited and women say they take extra precautions when 
walking at night.   

 

16.  To address these issues, the following gender strategy in the sector is proposed: 
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(i)       Support capacity development for urban planning that incorporates a gender-
sensitive approach, e.g., adequate lighting on streets and in common spaces in 
buildings, safe transport shelters, separate toilet facilities in public spaces, and 
accessibility for prams and wheelchairs. 

(ii)       Ensure women’s participation in Asian Development Bank project designs for 
urban development projects. 

(iii)       Support awareness raising, capacity building, or other initiatives aimed at 
strengthening integration of issues of women’s rights into community 
development projects. 

(iv)       Consider the extent to which investments in municipal development projects will 
generate opportunities for income generation and employment for men and 
women. 

(v)       Expand project monitoring and assessment processes to gain understanding of 
how women are affected by improvements to municipal infrastructure and 
services. 

3. Transport and Roads  
 

17.  The improvement of large intercity highways has been a priority for Kazakhstan, but 
women emphasize the need to improve local and feeder roads that will facilitate their access to 
markets, health centers, schools, and government offices. Additionally, the development of 
roads could lead to increased income-earning opportunities for women (in the road 
construction process or indirectly through, for example, selling goods and produce).   
 

18.  Women are more likely to use public transportation than men. Women in urban areas 
note that buses are not equipped with lifts to enable access by disabled people or for strollers; 
they can be overcrowded and at times driven in an unsafe manner. In large cities, women 
express interest in additional forms of public transportation.   
 

19.  The transport and construction sector is male-dominated in terms of policy-making 
positions and employment (in 2009, women represented just under a quarter of all those 
employed).9 As a result, without active measures, women may not benefit from increased 
employment opportunities or be involved in priority setting in the transport and communication 
sector. 
 

20.  To address these issues, the following gender strategy in the sector is proposed:  

(i)       Support a gender-sensitive approach for transport planning and analysis through 
building better understanding among officials, municipal leaders, and transport 
companies of the needs and preferences of women and men in terms of 
transport and road use. 

(ii)       Ensure that consideration is given to the implications of transport deficiencies for 
women and men, and the extent to which these are accounted for in project 
designs. 

(iii)       Consider the extent to which investments in road improvement and transport 
projects will generate opportunities for income generation and employment for 
men and women. 

(iv)       Expand project monitoring and assessment processes to gain understanding of 
how women are affected by improvements to road and transport systems. 
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