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Executive Summary

Sri Lankan women are better situated than women in many other economically developing coun-
tries, but they have yet to achieve gender equality or empowerment according to international 
norms. The confluence of positive social policies, slow economic growth, and consequent persistent 
poverty among segments of the population, armed conflict and gendered social norms, have con-
tributed to uneven development that affects women’s quality of life.

The demographic scene has changed over the years, resulting in a sex ratio in favor of women 
of 97.9 at the last Census in 2001, a decline in the percentage of the population below 18 years to 
32.9%, and an increase in the population over 60 years from 6% to 13% in different districts. The 
minimum age of marriage is 18 years (except in the Muslim community) and the average age has 
been 25 years in recent decades.

Even before the constitutional provision (1978) of equal rights without discrimination on the 
grounds of sex and the ratification of the United Nations (UN) Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) in 1981, universal franchise, equal rights to 
contest elections in 1931, and equal access to free education and health services in the 1940s had 
already contributed to gender equality in some spheres of life. Women have equal rights in the Gen-
eral Law, but the Family Law of each community contains discriminatory provisions in varying de-
grees concerning marriage, divorce, property, and financial transactions. Women are denied equal 
rights to land in state-assisted settlements. Labor legislation conforms to international practice but 
enforcement is relatively weak, and informal sector workers, many of whom are women, do not 
benefit from labor laws. The amendments to the Penal Code in 1995 and 1998 and the Prevention 
of Domestic Violence Act 2005 have strengthened legislation, but problems still remain. 

Despite universal voting rights since 1931 and the presence of elected women leaders since 
1960, the percentage of women in Parliament is about 4% and about 2% in local assemblies. Cabi-
nets have usually had one or two women ministers. The multiple roles of women and widespread 
political violence constrain women’s political participation. With few exceptions, political parties 
and extralegal political movements have not encouraged women to serve as leaders. No official 
policy has been introduced to encourage more women to participate in political assemblies.

Equal access to health services has contributed to lower rates of female and infant mortality, 
higher female life expectancy of 77 years compared with 72 years for men, and low fertility rates. 
Nevertheless, the slow decline in morbidity and relatively high levels of undernutrition among 
women and children reflect persistent problems. Women’s reproductive rights are not ensured, and 
health programs tend to focus on mothers and children, neglecting adolescent health, occupational 
health, geriatric care, and domestic violence and other forms of gender-based violence. 

Education has been a basic right for over six decades. The demand for education as an agent of 
upward social mobility resulted in high participation rates in primary and secondary education long 
before education was made compulsory in 1998. Free primary, secondary, and tertiary education 
since 1945 contributed significantly to gender equality in access to education and to relatively high 
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literacy rates. However, poverty, uneven distribution of senior secondary education facilities, and 
limited access to higher education are continuing barriers to educational opportunity for women 
and men. The quality of education, too, declined because of limited resources, despite curricular 
reforms. Women are particularly underrepresented in vocational–technical institutions, and in 
technical courses in general and in information technology skills (other than word processing) in  
particular, thereby reinforcing the gender division in the labor market. While education opportu-
nities have expanded, the content of education tends to reinforce gender role stereotypes and 
has failed to promote gender equality in the family, economy, or society, or to empower girls and 
women to challenge traditional gender roles.

Women still suffer from widespread inequality and gender discrimination in employment. Their 
unemployment rate has been double that of men since the 1970s and the quality of employment 
available to women has deteriorated, consisting chiefly of low-paying jobs, which require few skills, 
in the formal and informal sectors. 

Women are concentrated in unpaid labor in the agriculture sector, the plantations; in labor-
intensive industries such as assembly work within and outside export processing zones; in home-
based work as subcontractors; in small-scale and often unviable informal self-employment; and in 
overseas domestic service, where they are vulnerable to economic exploitation and sexual abuse. 
Hence, most women have limited incomes and occupational mobility, while the relatively few 
women in professional or administrative jobs continue to face a “glass ceiling.”

While sex-segregated data are inadequate to support the thesis of the feminization of pov-
erty, the position of low-income women in the labor market undoubtedly reinforces their poverty. 
Women’s equal access to education and health services has helped reduce poverty in many families, 
but the lack of transport and access to basic infrastructure have reinforced the social exclusion of re-
mote communities. New poverty groups have emerged, such as the aging, laid-off workers, retired 
workers, the increasing number of female-headed households in low-income families, and through 
conflict poverty which encompasses loss of assets, livelihood, and access to basic services. In addi-
tion, the tsunami disaster in December 2004 destroyed or damaged housing and other assets in the 
affected coastal areas, and many families have yet to recover from the loss of their livelihoods. 

While women have been involved in environment-related projects, the National Environmental 
Plan 1998–2001 did not set out a role for women, and gender has not been factored into environ-
ment impact assessments.

The amendments to the Penal Code in 1995 and 1998 and the introduction of legislation to 
prevent domestic violence were expected to reduce the incidence of gender-based violence. How-
ever, although cases of rape, child sexual abuse, and domestic violence are increasingly reported 
in the press, they are in fact underreported. Sexual harassment is usually trivialized, and domestic 
violence and incest are often hidden under a veil of privacy. Services, such as crisis centers, legal 
aid, and counseling, to assist victims of violence are still limited. Militarization, owing to the armed 
ethnic conflict, has also increased opportunities for sexual violence.

Gender roles are not static, and gender relations have tended to improve as women earn in-
dependent cash incomes. Yet, patriarchal values and gendered norms continue to underpin many 
policies and programs, and inequalities are reinforced as women often internalize gender role ste-
reotypes embedded in the perceptions of decision makers.

The change of government in late 2005 brought new policy perspectives, based on the aware-
ness that the fruits of development were concentrated in and near the capital city, Colombo; that 
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economic disparities between urban and rural areas, districts, and socioeconomic groups have 
widened; and that poverty is declining very slowly. The Ten Year National Horizon Development 
Framework Programme (Mahinda Chintana) 2006–2016 has set out policy directions in all areas and 
line ministries.

Sri Lanka has committed itself to the Millennium Development Goals, which impose targets to 
be met by 2015 and has achieved gender parity in Goal 3. The country has not reported to the UN 
committee that monitors the implementation of CEDAW provisions since 2002 and plans to do so in 
2009. While progress has been made, much remains to be done. Women’s organizations have been 
actively lobbying on several issues, although overt activism has been limited or disjointed. Donors 
have supported both the state and these organizations but often have shifting priorities that create 
gaps in assistance. 

Through its sector development approach, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) has supported 
policy reform, human resources development, employment promotion, natural resource manage-
ment, and infrastructure development in Sri Lanka. As gender is considered a cross-cutting issue, 
gender concerns have been increasingly incorporated into the design and implementation of proj-
ects. Ongoing projects follow national policies of promoting economic growth, reducing poverty, 
and assisting in relief and reconstruction in areas affected by armed conflict and the 2004 tsunami. 

The gender strategy of ADB is to support state and non-state institutions and agencies in meet-
ing the needs identified in these policies as well as those that have surfaced from gender studies 
and to strengthen earlier initiatives. Some areas of intervention can be identified.

(i) Creating jobs for women in the formal and informal sectors, and equipping women with 
marketable skills through support for senior science and tertiary education, nontraditional  
technical and vocational education, and information and communication technology. 
The elimination of gender role stereotypes in curriculum materials in education and train-
ing institutions should also be promoted. Another emerging need is to provide women 
with higher technological and management skills to enable them to move upward in their 
professions and participate in high-level decision making. 

(ii) Ensuring support for the equal participation of women in planning, implementing, and 
monitoring infrastructure development programs that enable easier access to services, 
and as actors in community-based natural resources management programs.

(iii) Assisting particularly vulnerable groups of women—such as elderly women without re-
sources, female heads of household, and laid-off workers in low-income families—and 
victims of gender-based violence.

(iv) Supporting programs for women affected by armed conflict, including war widows 
and other female heads of households in the north and east, as well as in Puttalam,  
Anuradhapura, Polonnaruwa, and Moneragala and other affected districts; and families 
affected by the tsunami. Such programs would help women, particularly those in dis-
placed families, to access land, credit, skills training, technology, and markets through self- 
employment and training programs, psychological and social support, and the promo-
tion of reconciliation and national harmony.

(v) Assisting the Ministry of Child Development and Women’s Empowerment and central and 
provincial line ministries, as well as nongovernment institutions and organizations, to 
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(a)  develop skills in gender analysis, create gender-sensitive indicators, and institute 
gender audits to mainstream gender into all policies, plans, and programs;

(b)  foster the effective participation of potential women leaders in political affairs 
and governance; and

(c)  advocate a women’s rights bill for women, law reform, and stronger enforce-
ment of laws to ensure women’s rights. 

Regrettably, despite the gender sensitization undertaken by the state and women’s organi-
zations, the policy response to the tsunami crisis and the delay since the 1990s in introducing a 
women’s rights bill have reinforced the marginalization of women in national issues and policies. 



1

C h a p t e r  1 .

Women in Sri Lanka

Development Context

Sri Lankan women have a relatively better status 
than women in many other economically de-
veloping countries, but they have yet to achieve 
gender equality or empowerment according 
to the provisions of the UN Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women (CEDAW) and some of the Millennium De-
velopment Goals (MDGs). According to the United 
Nations Development Programme’s (UNDP) Hu-
man Development Report 2006, Sri Lanka’s gender 
development index in 2004 was 0.749, compared 
with the human development index of 0.755, but 
the gender empowerment measure was only 
0.372.

Many factors have contributed to the present 
situation of women—a forward-looking social 
policy package of free education and health ser-
vices and subsidized food introduced six decades 
ago, relatively slow economic growth, widespread 
poverty, and unevenly developed infrastructure. 
In addition, women have faced the contradictions 
between liberal traditional laws, and inequalities 
reflected in the legal system and in traditional 
and contemporary patriarchal values. The armed 
conflict that engulfed the country during the 
1980s onwards; the tsunami that devastated the 
coastal areas of the south, east, north, and to a 
lesser extent the west in 2004; and inappropriate 
macroeconomic policies have all exacerbated so-

cial constraints and resulted in deterioration in the 
quality of women’s lives.

Demographic Background

The estimated population for 2001 was 18.7 mil-
lion, and the 2001 Census Survey, which covered 
only limited areas in the north and east, had a 
count of 17.6 million. The sex ratio changed in 
the 1990s in favor of women; in 2001, it was 97.9 
men to 100 women. Only 6 of the 18 districts cov-
ered by the census survey had more men than 
women. The age composition of the population 
has also changed, with a progressive decline in 
the percentage of the population under 18 years 
to 32.9% and an increase in the age group over 60 
years to between 6% and 13% in different districts. 
As a consequence of the rising educational levels 
of women and the increasing use of family plan-
ning, the annual growth rate of the population has 
declined since the 1970s and has averaged 1.1% 
since 1990. While the minimum age of marriage of 
women is 18 years (except in the Muslim commu-
nity), the average age for women is 25 years.

Women’s Rights 

The Sri Lankan state committed itself to gender 
equality many decades before it became a state 
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party to CEDAW, the international treaty that 
now sets the norms on women’s human rights 
and their core right to equal treatment. Women, 
together with men, received the right of franchise 
in 1931, along with the right to represent their fel-
low citizens in the elected Parliament. The social 
policies on health and education that were put in 
place in the 1940s and 1950s guaranteed equal ac-
cess to women and girls. The Constitution of 1978 
guaranteed equal rights without discrimination 
on the grounds of sex. This Constitution also pro-
vided for affirmative action, thus recognizing the 
need to move beyond formal equality and achieve 
substantive gender equality in the community at 
all levels. By ratifying CEDAW, the Sri Lankan state 
undertook to realize its constitutional principle of 
gender equality in harmony with the international 
standards set by this treaty.

The reports submitted to the CEDAW treaty 
body or Committee of Experts, which monitors 
the country’s performance on gender equality, 
clarify that Sri Lanka has achieved some prog-
ress, but much remains to be done. In 2003, the  
Sri Lankan government, in response to the CEDAW 
Committee’s Concluding Comments, amended 
the Citizenship Act of 1948 to eliminate the gen-
der discriminatory provisions of that law. However, 
despite constitutional guarantees, only a few laws 
have been amended to remove gender discrimi-
nation. 

Sri Lanka made another positive response 
to the Concluding Comments by enacting the 
Prevention of Domestic Violence Act, 2005. The 
legislation was prepared by the Ministry of Justice 
in close collaboration with the national gender 
institutions, namely, the then Ministry of Women’s 
Affairs (later the Ministry of Child Development 
and Women’s Empowerment [MCDWE]) and the 
National Committee on Women. The experience 
of women who suffered violence and lack of per-
sonal security in the displacement following the 
tsunami disaster contributed to recognition of the 
urgent need to introduce this law, which women’s 
groups had been advocating for many years. 
However, a consistent approach to reforming 

gender discriminatory laws has not been adopted, 
although studies have highlighted both the need 
for reform and the specific legal barriers that must 
be eliminated to achieve the Constitution’s guar-
antee of equal rights.

In Sri Lanka, law and policy reform originates 
with the ministry responsible for a particular sector. 
The chief gender equality agencies—the MCDWE 
(formerly the Ministry of Women’s Affairs) and the 
National Committee on Women—are therefore 
required to both lead and coordinate initiatives 
to reform laws and mainstream gender to incor-
porate women’s rights and equality throughout 
the government. However, the MCDWE and other 
gender equality institutions are marginalized. 
Their authority and responsibility in national policy  
formulation and law reform continue to dimin-
ish. For example, the ministry and the committee 
have not yet been able to bring before Parliament 
the Women’s Rights Bill that they prepared. The 
draft bill has been languishing in the Attorney-
General’s department since 2005, and the chief 
gender agencies have not been able to address 
any problems. 

The Disaster Management Act, 2005, estab-
lished a National Council for Disaster Management 
chaired by the president with several ministers. 
Although women make up many of the people 
harmed by natural disaster and conflict, the minis-
ter of MCDWE is not a member of this council. The 
ministry has also not been consulted or played a 
significant role in integrating gender concerns 
in national responses to tsunami recovery and 
rehabilitation or the development of the 10-year 
national plan. Therefore, the well-documented 
information database available with the National 
Committee on Women, the women’s ministry and 
women’s nongovernment organizations (NGOs), 
and expert groups has not been incorporated in 
the 10-year plan, and has only marginally influ-
enced the national tsunami disaster response.

The recent proliferation of the ministries, each 
with its own mandate and budget, has made policy 
formulation and law reform even more uncoordi-
nated and ad hoc. For instance, a recent initiative 
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of the new Ministry on Human Rights is the prepa-
ration of a Human Rights Bill to supplement or 
replace the present Constitution’s chapter on fun-
damental rights. It appears that gender equality 
has not been considered a central or cross-cutting  
issue in the discussions. The draft Women’s Rights 
Bill of the ministry has not been considered by the 
expert group drafting the Human Rights Bill provi-
sions on children and “marginalized groups.”

The contradictions are manifested in recent 
policy proposals on maternity leave. The ministry 
needs to balance conflicting interests and address 
the concerns of both women and children. Policy 
makers have considered restricting the right of 
women with young children to travel overseas 
for employment in their children’s interest, but 
so far the Sri Lankan state has not tried to do so. 
Advocates for the rights of both women and chil-
dren have agreed it is possible to create gender- 
sensitive policies to support women who seek jobs 
abroad and to provide for satisfactory alternative 
child care. However, recently the government 
proposed prohibiting workers with children under 
the age of 5 to travel overseas for jobs. The minis-
ter for women’s empowerment has justified such 
restrictions at a seminar. She was quoted as saying 
that “she had to think of the innocent children’s 
rights before considering women’s rights.”1 When 
one ministry—namely, the MCDWE—is respon-
sible for both women’s and children’s agendas, 
women’s rights can be undermined unless officials 
understand the need to reduce conflict between 
women’s and children’s rights and develop poli-
cies that benefit both groups. The proposal has 
not been accepted or enforced currently.

Criminal Law

Necessary reforms in criminal law and rules of 
evidence and procedure identified in an earlier 
report have not been introduced. NGOs and gen-

1 Daily News. 2007. 25 May.

der advocates working to reduce violence against 
women have frequently referred to unacceptable 
delays in the administration of criminal justice in 
cases of sexual violence. Some argue that lowering 
the legal age of marriage from 18 years is in the 
interest of girls who are victims of sexual violence 
so that they can marry the alleged offenders, par-
ticularly if they become pregnant. These concerns 
reflect the attitudes of male policy makers who 
argue that young boys should not be liable for the 
crime of statutory rape or sexual intercourse with 
a minor. A policy measure announced by the Min-
istry of Justice in 2006 attempted to lower the age 
of sexual consent from 16 years to 14 years and 
to change the law on statutory rape. Protests by 
women’s groups led the government to drop this 
proposal. However, these groups have not been 
effective in lobbying for the necessary changes to 
reform the law in criminal trials and to encourage 
more effective prosecutions.

These limitations, as well as the lack of aware-
ness among the judiciary and lawyers of the 
Prevention of Domestic Violence Act 2005, have 
prevented effective enforcement of the remedies 
it provides. The Act was meant to provide a swifter 
remedy for victims by enabling them to obtain a 
protection order against violence and abuse. The 
Act widened the definition of domestic violence 
to include emotional abuse. The Act does not 
provide for deterrent punishment for domestic 
violence but only for prosecution and punishment 
for violation of a protection order. The Act also in-
cludes a wide range of civil remedies to a victim, 
particularly support and shelter. It was drafted 
to be gender neutral but can be used by women 
and child victims of abuse. There is also a system 
for monitoring compliance. Although women’s 
groups have no special status in this regard, a 
court may use their services. Judicial discretion in 
administering the Act is wide, and the lack of train-
ing programs for judges and lawyers is a barrier to 
enforcement. Some NGOs working on violence 
against women have already filed cases and have 
expressed concern about the weaknesses in en-
forcing and using the Act. 
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The government has also introduced legis-
lation prohibiting use of corporal punishment 
against male offenders (Corporal Punishment Re-
peal Act, 2005). The Department of Education in-
troduced a circular in May 2005 prohibiting the use 
of corporal punishment in schools—a measure for 
which child rights activists and educators had lob-
bied over many decades. These measures benefit 
boys more than girls, since corporal punishment is 
rarely used in girls’ schools. However, the law un-
dermines the institutionalization of male violence 
in boys’ schools, which can predispose men to 
commit domestic violence against women.

Family Law

The General law on family relations gives men and 
women equal rights in their property, commercial, 
and financial transactions and family support 
responsibilities. However, the General law also 
does not confer equal parental rights, which can 
discriminate against married women, particularly 
if their marriages break down. Discrimination in 
Family law is entrenched more deeply in the 
personal laws of communities, which are based 
on ethnicity, locality, or religion. Thus, Kandyan  
Sinhala law, applicable in the Central Province; 
Tamil Thesavalamai law, applicable to those with 
a permanent residency link to the Northern Prov-
ince; and Muslim law contain family law provisions 
that discriminate against women.

Provisions to lower the legal age of marriage 
have been resisted. However, the armed conflict 
and the tsunami disaster have created an environ-
ment conducive to child marriage. Corrupt reg-
istrars of marriage falsify ages of young girls and 
conspire to legalize child marriage, according to 
reported case law in the appeal courts. Currently, 
disciplinary action against some of these officials 
is pending. Clearly, public awareness campaigns 
as well as closer monitoring by school authorities 
and social workers are necessary to ensure that 
Sri Lanka does not backtrack on its early gains in 

eliminating child marriage. In contrast to other 
subregional countries such as India and Nepal,  
Sri Lanka has not yet introduced egalitarian re-
forms of inheritance rights which would harmo-
nize its national and international human rights 
obligations.

An ad hoc reform introduced in 2002 permit-
ted women to act as guardians for their minor 
children in litigation (Civil Procedure Amendment 
Act, 2002, amending s. 495). However, significant 
discrimination against women in the laws on cus-
tody and guardianship of children has not been 
changed. The Tsunami Special Provision Act, 2005, 
introduced some provisions that can help prevent 
sexual exploitation, abuse, and violence against 
girls.

Land Rights

Land reform laws introduced in 1972, which pool 
the immovable property of husband and wife, dis-
advantage women who own property, since they 
can lose their private lands in excess of the ceiling. 
Low-income women are discriminated against in 
the allocation of state land, since the statutory law 
prefers male over female heirs, including the fe-
male spouse. Women’s groups have criticized this 
particular law but promised reforms have been 
continuously postponed. In addition, housing and 
matrimonial laws do not establish women’s rights 
or ensure that women have rights of ownership in 
the matrimonial home, although court decisions 
recognize the right of a deserted wife to live in the 
matrimonial home, as a dimension of the right of 
support. 

Nondiscriminatory legal regulation of land 
rights, especially in relation to state land, has been 
recognized over many decades as an area for 
reform. The tsunami disaster and the armed con-
flict, which have displaced many Sri Lankans and 
caused them to lose shelter and agricultural land, 
have made reforms even more necessary. Although 
frequent discussions have taken place with policy 
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makers, the discriminatory laws remain intact.  
Ad hoc bureaucratic allocation of housing and 
land titles after the tsunami has marginalized 
women who originally either owned or occupied 
land and houses. The National Housing Develop-
ment Authority has made land grants to women 
in the Eastern Province, but the authorities have 
not addressed the broader issues of access to clear 
land titles.

The Tsunami Special Provision Act, 2005, was 
challenged in the courts, and some provisions that 
could have disadvantaged women were eliminat-
ed. Some new provisions on acquiring prescrip-
tive title to land through prolonged occupation 
can help women who lost possession of property 
through the tsunami.

Social Security

State laws and administrative policies on social 
security benefits such as pensions have been 
modified to give widows equal rights. However, 
women who lost a spouse in the armed conflict 
are required to stay single to qualify for and retain 
state grants, exposing them to violence in the fam-
ily. These regulations and practices supporting the 
legal superiority of the male heads of household 
must be reformed to harmonize with the General 
law on family maintenance and property and con-
tract rights, which recognizes men and women 
as equal partners. Besides, Sri Lankan family law 
does not prohibit widow remarriage. When some 
laws are egalitarian and others are discriminatory, 
negative social practices and attitudes to women 
in the family are reinforced.

Unequal access to identity cards and birth 
certificates continues to victimize low-income 
women and children. Gaps in the procedures for 
registration of births and the issuing of identity 
cards in the plantation areas and in areas affected 
by the armed conflict have often been raised by 
NGOs working in the field and by researchers as 
a barrier to accessing social welfare. These proce-

dures have yet to be strengthened. The Tsunami 
Special Provision Act, 2005, introduced certain 
provisions to streamline regulatory procedures for 
missing persons and persons subsequently traced 
and found alive. NGO legal assistance programs 
have also helped affected persons to obtain docu-
ments. Nevertheless, corruption and falsification of 
documents continue to harm low-income persons 
in particular. Falsification of certificates disadvan-
tages girls in particular, encouraging exploitation 
in marriage and overseas trafficking for migrant 
work. The laws and procedures on registration 
need to be strengthened to prevent these abuses 
and the denial of access to legal documentation. 

Labor Legislation

Sri Lanka has a range of progressive gender- 
neutral labor laws that give women and men equal 
rights. Observance of these laws depends on self- 
regulation by employers and the efficacy of labor 
inspectors. Despite labor inspection procedures, 
women still suffer from weak and inconsistent mon-
itoring and enforcement of laws concerning wage 
equality, occupational health, and labor standards. 

New labor laws were not introduced, despite 
pressure from employers to modify employment 
laws in response to market needs. However, ad 
hoc regulations on maternity leave in the public 
sector have created confusion among women 
workers and employers. By circular No. 4 of 2005, 
the government modified the Establishment 
Code that regulates public sector employment 
to extend maternity leave to cover an additional 
84 days (including holidays) on half pay and  
84 days (including holidays) on no pay. This exten-
sion, made without consultation with employers 
and women’s groups, has backlashed against 
women’s recruitment to lower grades in particular. 
The private sector is governed by statutes and is 
not bound to follow government policy. However, 
the awareness that legislation may be changed to 
conform with government policy has discouraged 
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commercial establishments from hiring women. 
The government, perhaps recognizing these prob-
lems, denied these extended benefits to women 
employees in semigovernment establishments, 
such as state corporations, through a Treasury 
Circular of 2006. The Supreme Court of Sri Lanka, 
in fundamental rights litigation, has considered 
these semigovernment agencies to be state agen-
cies. Consequently, women denied this benefit 
will possibly claim discrimination and denial of 
equal treatment in employment. Women in both 
public and private sectors have articulated their 
dissatisfaction with these ad hoc policy measures. 
The contradiction must be addressed through a 
review of current laws and policies so as not to 
undermine women’s job prospects, and sustain  
Sri Lankan gains on child health and nutrition.

Migrant Workers

Migrant work has become a family survival strat-
egy for Sri Lankan women. The government does 
not closely regulate migrant work. However, since 
the 1980s, Sri Lanka has introduced legal reforms 
and administrative policies to provide support 
for these workers and prevent exploitation by 
employment agencies. Local domestic service 
also remains largely unregulated. Proposals of 
the Ministry of Labour to regulate domestic work 
through laws on social security have not yet come 
to fruition.

Trafficking 

Falsification of age in birth certificates promotes 
trafficking in women and girls and their premature 
absorption into the labor market. Compulsory ed-
ucation regulations were introduced in 1998 but 
weak enforcement, combined with falsification of 
certificates, means that girls drop out of schools in 
the provinces and remote areas and continue to 
be exploited as child labor. These limitations have 

helped undermine the effectiveness of amend-
ments to the Employment of Women, Young Per-
sons and Children Act, introduced in 2003. That 
legislation prohibited the employment of children 
below 14 years of age, a measure reinforced by the 
Compulsory Education Regulation.

In 2005, Sri Lanka introduced the Conven-
tion on Preventing and Combating Trafficking in 
Women and Children for Prostitution Act, to incor-
porate the South Asian Association for Regional Co-
operation (SAARC) convention of that name when 
it came into force. All countries in this association 
had ratified the convention by November 2005. The 
Sri Lanka Act can therefore come into force. How-
ever, whether the required notification has been 
published in the government gazette is not clear. 
The Act, like the convention, concerns exclusively 
trafficking for prostitution or connected matters, 
whereas both internal trafficking and trafficking 
for overseas migrant work are reported to take 
place in Sri Lanka. The limitations of the convention 
have been analyzed and examined regionally, and  
Sri Lanka unfortunately incorporated the conven-
tion wholesale without reviewing the problem of 
trafficking in the local context and introducing lo-
cally relevant and needed measures to combat all 
forms of trafficking identified in research. 

Globalization has increased women’s opportu-
nities overall in the informal sector, even as interna-
tional trade agreements have led to retrenchment 
in some areas like the garment industry. Women are 
engaged particularly in contracting in the building 
construction industry, where they have themselves 
become employees in a large workforce. Very little 
has been done to communicate with women en-
trepreneurs and private-sector decision makers to 
encourage them to respect labor standards and fair 
employment practices.

Political Participation

Sri Lanka has experienced seven decades of 
democracy, with universal franchise, equal par-
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ticipation of women in voting at elections, and 
the presence of elected women leaders in offices 
including President and Prime minister. Neverthe-
less, the percentage of women in Parliament and 
in local assemblies has remained abysmally low.  
In Parliament, the percentage of women has never 
been higher than 5% and this low percentage 
even declined to about 4% at the most recent gen-
eral election in 2005. Cabinets have usually one 
woman minister with a few other women minis-
ters in lesser positions. Representation in provin-
cial and local assemblies has been unacceptably 
low. Provincial councils have about 2% of women 
members and one minister. Municipal councils 
and pradeshiya (divisional) councils have about 
the same percentage of women.

This deplorable situation has continued un-
changed despite increasing agitation by women’s 
organizations. Studies indicate that four major 
factors militate against the active participation 
of women and make them reluctant to enter 
politics—the gendered norm of male leadership; 
time constraints on women who already combine 
jobs, domestic tasks, and child care; lack of money; 
and the prevailing climate of political violence. 
Political parties have made little effort to groom 
women members for election to assemblies. Trade 
union leadership is male dominated. Women in 
extralegal political movements are more com-
mitted to active involvement, to the extent even 
of sacrificing their lives as suicide bombers. But 
they too are far from the centers of power in their 
organizations.

Constant lobbying by women’s organizations 
and the demand for a 25%–30% quota of women 
candidates at elections to ensure adequate par-
ticipation, based on the Indian model of one- 
third compulsory female representation in local 
assemblies (panchayats), had some response. In 
principle, policy makers agreed to a 25% quota of 
nominations for women in 2005. While women’s 
participation in politics and high-level decision 
making has been discussed in many forums and 
publications, the government has introduced no 

reforms. The Women’s Rights Act and Women’s 
Commission have been shelved and there is no 
woman parliamentarian on the Electoral Reforms 
Committee to articulate women’s concerns. The 
National Committee on Women has been meet-
ing regularly and yet has had no impact on deci-
sion making on electoral reforms. Sri Lanka has 
therefore not achieved even the limited success 
of other countries in the region in establishing 
a women’s quota in local government bodies. 
Affirmative action to ensure gender balance is 
resisted by male lawyers and policy makers who 
are, despite evidence to the contrary, convinced 
that a level playing field and equal access for 
women in all spheres of public life exist. The con-
stitutional provision that encourages affirmative 
action laws and policies for women (Article 12 
[4]) has therefore never been used in Sri Lanka. 

Sri Lanka’s low ranking on UNDP’s Gender Em-
powerment Measure is largely because of the low 
representation of women in political institutions 
and decision-making positions in the public and 
private sectors.

Health and Nutritional Status

Women have benefited from the absence of 
overt gender discrimination in health care, the 
provision of free health services, and the priority 
given to maternal and child health services for 
over six decades, as well as the organization since 
the 1970s of primary health care in communities 
island wide, particularly through family health 
workers. 

Consequently, health indicators have been 
high relative to Sri Lanka’s economic level. The 
mortality rate as reported outside conflict- 
affected areas is less than 6/1,000; the infant 
mortality rate is 11/1,000; the child mortality rate  
(<5 years) is 13.5/1,000, and the maternal mortal-
ity rate is 27/100,000. Further, female mortality 
and infant mortality rates are lower than male 
mortality rates. The government envisages a  
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decline of the infant mortality rate to 7/1,000 
and the maternal mortality rate to 19/100,000 to 
move toward meeting the MDGs for 2015. Life  
expectancy is computed to be about 74 years— 
72 years for men and 77 years for women. Prob-
lems remain, such as the high percentage of neo - 
natal deaths as a percentage of infant deaths 
(83%), which has been associated with poor 
health and nutritional status of mothers during 
pregnancy.

This decline in mortality rates has not been 
paralleled by a significant decline in morbidity, 
which negatively affects women’s quality of life. 
Illnesses such as diarrhea, dysentery, malaria, and 
tuberculosis have persisted with sporadic epidem-
ics. In addition, hypertension, diabetes, and cancer 
increasingly endanger the health of women and 
men. HIV/AIDS has been added to the list of sexu-
ally transmitted diseases, although its incidence is 
not yet high and the male–female ratio of victims 
has been 1.4:1. The main mode of transmission is 
heterosexual, and unequal gender relations make 
it difficult for women to insist on safe sexual prac-
tices. Commercial sex workers and the large mi-
grant female labor force are especially vulnerable 
to infection. Sri Lanka’s suicide rates have declined 
but are still unacceptably high, and women serv-
ing as family caregivers face the effects of increas-
ing substance abuse.

The major reasons for slow decline in morbid-
ity are poor environmental conditions and deterio-
ration in the quality of free health services that are 
available to most of the population. Safe drinking 
water is available to 75.4% of the overall popula-
tion, and satisfactory sanitation, to 72.6%, but only 
to 24.8% and 35.5% of the population in the estate 
(plantation) sector. Solid waste management is a 
critical issue in urban areas.

Medical services in Sri Lanka are extensive, 
from primary health care units, maternity homes, 
dispensaries, and district hospitals in outlying re-
gions to base hospitals, provincial hospitals, and 
national hospitals. Only about 7% of the popula-
tion lacks access to health care. Antenatal care is 

available to 98.4% of the population, including 
94.3% of the estate population. Trained personnel 
assist in childbirth in the case of 96.6% of moth-
ers—99.0% in the capital city of Colombo, 98.1% 
in other urban centers, 97.3% in rural areas, and 
84.7% in the estates. Postnatal care is used by 83% 
of mothers. The immunization rate of children is 
99% by the end of the third year of age. Complete 
immunization against tuberculosis is universal, 
and immunization rates against diphtheria, per-
tussis, and tetanus (DPT) are 88%; polio 88%; and 
measles 84%. All general hospitals have antenatal 
and family planning clinics that also offer health 
education and administer tetanus toxoid to 
pregnant women. About 300 well woman clinics 
have been organized in state medical institutions 
for services such as screening for hypertension, 
diabetes, breast examinations, and Pap smears. 
National statistics, however, conceal disparities 
between districts and exclude the inaccessible 
conflict-affected areas.

Nevertheless, the quality of the services of-
fered needs to be improved substantially, par-
ticularly in institutions in the periphery. Base and 
provincial hospitals and maternity homes outside 
major cities lack adequate staff and equipment, 
leading patients to seek treatment in hospitals in 
urban centers, resulting in congestion. The per-
centage of public expenditure on health of the 
gross domestic product (GDP) is only 1.7%. The 
reduction of health expenditure and escalation in 
the costs of drugs has damaged the health status 
of low-income families. Private institutions now 
account for half of the outpatient care, but high-
quality private hospitals and medical services are 
limited chiefly to Colombo. 

A major casualty of the structural adjustment 
program was the food subsidy. Its conversion into 
food stamps at the end of 1978 and the erosion in 
value of these stamps with rising inflation created 
hardship for the poor and increased undernutri-
tion among women and children. The absorption 
of food stamps in a relatively politicized state 
poverty alleviation program has foreclosed a 
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universal nutritional safety net. The Demography 
and Health Survey in 2000 reported a decline in 
the high levels of undernutrition among children 
below 5 years that had prevailed over the 1980s 
and 1990s, but the incidence was still too high to 
ensure satisfactory nutrition. It was reported that 
11.9% of boys and 15.3% of girls were stunted, 
15.1% and 12.6% respectively were wasted, and 
29.0% and 29.8% were underweight. National 
data on the nutritional levels of women are not 
available, but microstudies of the health status 
of pregnant and lactating women indicate severe 
anemia among 25% to 39% and low hemoglobin 
levels in 60% of these women. The incidence of 
low birth weight of babies, which is at least a par-
tial indicator of maternal undernutrition, accord-
ing to the survey, declined from over 20% in 1993 
to 16% in 2000—15.5% among male infants and 
17.7% among female infants—but is still very high 
in some districts.

State and nongovernment agencies organize 
family planning programs. The use of contracep-
tives has increased to 71%, the crude birth rate is 
18/1,000, and the total fertility rate is 1.9. Family 
planning programs are integrated in maternal and 
child health services and are not enforced by le-
gal or policy measures. Women do not need their 
spouses’ approval to access these services. Never-
theless, in practice, women seeking sterilization 
require the spouse’s written consent, although 
this consent is not legally mandatory but is admin-
istratively enforced. Abortion is not legal except to 
save the mother’s life, but illicit abortions are re-
ported on a wide scale. Inequality in gender rela-
tions is also reflected in the low rates of vasectomy 
and condom use.

Health programs traditionally have centered 
on mothers and children, leading to the neglect 
of adolescent health, occupational health (where 
Sri Lanka has yet to ratify some conventions of the 
International Labour Organization [ILO]), geriatric 
care for the rapidly increasing numbers of aging 
women, mental health, and the impact of gender-
based violence on women’s health.

The Master Plan for Health that is incorporat-
ed in the National Ten Year Horizon Development 
Framework 2006–2016 has the objectives of “easy 
access to quality and modern health care services 
for all with emphasis on the needs of low-income 
and the most vulnerable groups,” and addresses 
geographical disparities and the situation in re-
mote villages, plantations, and areas affected by 
armed conflict and the tsunami. Equal emphasis is 
to be given to preventive and curative health care, 
communities are to be empowered for “active par-
ticipation in maintaining their health,” and steps 
are to be taken to improve human resources and 
the allocation of money.

Education and Training

Education in Sri Lanka has been recognized widely 
as a basic right and as an instrument of upward so-
cioeconomic mobility for at least six decades. Dur-
ing the transition between direct colonial rule and 
political independence, Sri Lankan policy makers 
introduced positive policies—free primary, sec-
ondary, and tertiary education; the change in the 
medium of instruction from English to Sinhala and 
Tamil; the establishment of an island-wide network 
of primary and secondary schools; and the provi-
sion of incentives such as scholarships—which 
were continued after independence. Free educa-
tion in particular reduced the need for parents to 
invest exclusively in the education of their sons. In 
Sri Lanka, therefore, education has promoted gen-
der equality and poverty reduction. Greater access 
to education has made women more likely to use 
health care and other basic services, and has led, at 
least for some, to well-paying jobs, improvement 
of their quality of life, and a stronger contribution 
to national development.

There have been vicissitudes in policy for-
mulation and implementation. The reduction of 
social service expenditure and the low priority 
given to what were mistakenly seen as “social poli-
cies” during the structural adjustment programs 
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in the 1980s slowed progress. In the 1990s, how-
ever, the ratification of the UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child, the UN Jomtien Declaration on 
Education for All, the ongoing education reforms 
introduced in the late 1990s, and increasing donor 
support increased the priority of education pro-
grams. The introduction of compulsory education 
for children between 5 and 14 years of age in 1998 
has not universalized education because of weak 
implementation. The National Education Commis-
sion in its report (2003) and the National Plan of 
Action for Children (Department of National Plan-
ning 2004) have recommended raising the age of 
compulsory education to 16 years. Economic con-
straints too continue to hinder equal educational 
opportunity.

Provision of General Education

An island-wide network of about 10,000 schools pro - 
vides opportunities for primary and secondary 
education. The majority of households live within  
2 kilometers (km) of a primary school. About 96.7% 
of the schools have been coeducational for decades, 
less than 1% are private schools and girls from most 
socioeconomic strata have had relatively extensive 
access to education. The numbers of Sinhalese,  
Tamil, and Muslim schools are representative 
of the ethnic composition of the population. In 
2006, 70.2% of teachers in primary and secondary 
schools were women (School Census 2006).

Economic constraints and inequalities in 
resource allocation have, however, perpetuated 
disparities between socioeconomic groups and 
districts in providing education. Only about 68% 
of the schools provide science education facilities 
at the senior secondary level in 2006—which is 
the avenue to higher education—and urban–rural 
disparities are wide. Girls are particularly disadvan-
taged in accessing science education in secondary 
schools because of their relatively limited mobility.

Over one fourth of the schools (30.3% in 2006) 
have fewer than 100 students and are neglected 

in the provision of facilities (Sri Lanka Ministry of 
Education–Annual School Census 2006). In fact, 
the indiscriminate closing of “small” schools since 
the late 1990s has endangered the access of girls 
in economically disadvantaged communities to 
even primary education, as girls are more likely 
to be affected by lack of mobility in remote areas. 
Around 830 schools (8.5% of all schools) are found 
in the plantation areas. While their quality has im-
proved with the assistance of specific donor sup-
port programs, they still suffer from their isolation 
and neglect under the British colonial administra-
tion.

The quality of education provided in schools 
has tended to deteriorate because of budgetary 
constraints. Quality inputs have been provided 
under the education reforms, but inequalities per-
sist. Curricular reforms have been introduced to 
transform rote learning to activity-based learning 
and to develop children’s total personality, but the 
pace of change has been slow. However, a clear 
relationship exists between the socioeconomic 
background of students, school facilities, and edu-
cational performance of students, which hinders 
both girls and boys from low-income families.

Participation, Retention, and Performance 
in Education

The 2001 Census reported 92.8% male participa-
tion and 93.5% female participation in the 6–14 age  
group, and 50.6% male participation and 54.6% 
female participation in the 15–19 age group. The 
Consumer Finances and Socio Economic Survey 
2003/04 of the Central Bank found that the enroll-
ment rates were 93.9% and 92.5% respectively in 
the 5–14 age group and 66.6% and 70.5% in the 
15–18 age group (Central Bank 2005). The prelimi-
nary results of the Household Income and Expendi-
ture Survey (HIES) of 2006 reveal that 98.4% of the 
5–14 age group are enrolled in school and that 
93.7% of the same age group of the historically 
educationally disadvantaged estate sector had 
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93.7% in schools. Sri Lanka, therefore, has nearly 
achieved the second MDG of universal primary 
education and is likely to achieve universal junior 
secondary education by 2015. 

Retention rates of those who enter the school 
system (estimated to be 97%) are reported based 
on annual school census data, to have been 97.8% 
for boys and 98.7% for girls at the end of primary 
education (at the end of Grade 5), 83.1% for boys 
and 89.4% for girls at the end of junior secondary 
education (at the end of Grade 9) in 2006, and 
estimated to be approximately 75% at the end of 
Grade 11 and 40% at Grade 13 (Tables 1 and 2). 

While female participation rates at these lev-
els have been higher than those of males since the 
1980s, dropping out from school increases sharply 
in the senior secondary grades. Table 3 and Figure 1,  
which present enrollment by educational levels, 
indicate that 50.9% of all students in grades 10–11 
and 56.7% in grades 12–13 were girls in 2006—a 
situation that has prevailed since the 1970s, partly 
because girls have less access to jobs.

These statistics indicate that Sri Lanka still has 
to achieve the second MDG of universal primary 
education but has virtually achieved the third 
goal—gender equality in participation in primary 

Table 1. Education Participation Rates, 2001 (%)

Age Group Female Male Total
6–14 93.5 92.8 93.2

15–16 77.1 73.9 75.4
17–29 40.3 35.4 37.9

Source: Computed from Census of Population and Housing 2001 (excluding North and East).

and secondary education. Children who do not 
attend school live largely in low-income urban 
neighborhoods, remote and deprived villages, in 
plantation labor communities, and, more recently, 
in conflict-affected and some tsunami-affected ar-
eas. The majority of children in vulnerable groups 
such as children with disabilities, child domestic 
workers, child labor in the informal; sector where 
labor legislation is not enforced, “street children,” 
child beggars and child sex workers have never 
been to school or have dropped out in the early 
stages of schooling and have been denied the 
right to education. The effective implementation 
of compulsory education legislation will contrib-
ute to eliminating all forms of child labor.

While overall only a small proportion of 
children in the compulsory age group are out of 
school, 15 of the 100 poorest divisions have 10% 
of children out of school, and 19 conflict-affected 
districts in the survey by the Department of Cen-
sus and Statistics have 16% of children out of 
school (Sri Lanka Department of Census and Sta-
tistics 2006). Although plantation children still lack 
equal access to education and are more likely to 
not attend school or drop out of school, near gen-
der equality in primary education enrollment has 

Table 2. Retention Rates in Education (%)

Level of Education 1996 2006
Female Male Total Female Male Total

At end of retention education—Grade 5 95.8 94.7 94.8 98.7 97.6 98.2
At end of junior secondary education—Grade 9 81.4 71.6 76.1 89.4 83.1 86.2

Source: Sri Lanka Ministry of Education, Planning Division. Colombo.
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been achieved in plantation areas, and more girls 
than boys continue in senior secondary education 
in these areas as in the rest of the country. 

All socioeconomic groups have access to 
primary education; enrollment rates in primary 

education were 95% in the lowest income quintile 
and 97% in the highest quintile in 2002. However, 
there are disparities, increasing with each educa-
tional level, in participation in secondary and ter-
tiary education—61% in the lowest quintile and 

Table 3. Total Enrollment in Schools: Percentage of Girls

Grades
1998 2006

Total No. of Girls Girls, % Total No. of Girls Girls, %
1–5 1,801,387 873,633 48.5 1,606,721 788,037 49.04
6–9 1,342,459 665,753 49.6 1,317,634 653,888 49.6
10–11 727,157 378,888 52.1 622,429 316,991 50.9
6–11 2,069,416 1,044,641 50.5 1,940,063 970,879 50.04
12–13 Science 53,039 23,657 44.6 65,438 30,978 47.3
12–13 Arts 140,728 94,096 66.0 142,330 94,240 66.2
12–13 Commerce 70,268 34,119 48.6 77,954 36,668 47.03
12–13 Total 264,035 151,872 57.5 285,722 161,886 56.7
1–13 Total 4,134,838 2,070,146 50.1 3,837,548 1,922,829 50.1

Source: Sri Lanka Ministry of Education. Annual School Census 1998 and 2005.
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76% in the highest quintile in junior secondary 
education (Grades 6–9), 31% and 60% in senior 
secondary education (Grades 10–13), and 2% 
and 13% in tertiary education (World Bank 2007). 
Therefore, economic constraints, more than gen-
der, appear to limit the access of girls to educa-
tion in Sri Lanka.

In performance too, girls appear to surpass 
boys, as 7.5% of boys and 8.7% of girls qualified 
to receive Grade 5 scholarships, 41.2% of boys and 
51.8% of girls qualified at the General Certificate of 
Education/Ordinary Level (GCE/OL) examination 
for entry to Grade 12, and 51.5% of boys and 63.3% 
of girls obtained the minimum marks to qualify for 
admission to universities in 2005 (National Evalu-
ation and Testing Services 2007). In the National 
Assessment of Achievement of Grade 4 students 
in 2003, relatively few students achieved scores 
over 80% in first language (Sinhala or Tamil), math-
ematics, and English, but girls (29.6%) performed 
slightly better than boys (26.2%), in the over 80% 
category, in the three subjects (National Education 
Research and Evaluation Centre 2004). 

Tertiary Education

While women in Sri Lanka have relatively easy 
access to primary and secondary education, they 
(along with men) are less fortunate in access to 
tertiary education.

Sri Lanka has 15 state universities, seven post-
graduate institutes, and seven non-graduate insti-
tutes under the purview of the University Grants 
Commission. Places in state universities are avail-
able for only 2%–3% of the 20–24 age group, and 
there is considerable frustration among second-
ary school students who qualify but fail to gain  
admission. 

The percentage of women students among 
all entrants increased from 50.9% in 1997–1998 to 
53.9% in 2006. Similarly, the percentage of women 
in the total enrollment increased from 45.7% in 
1997–1998 to 54.4% in 2006. Women were 80.6% 

of the entrants to the Law Faculty and 71.9% to the 
Arts and Indigenous Medicine Faculty in 2006. In 
consonance with the gender division in the labor 
market, they were underrepresented in Engineer-
ing (20.4%) and in Computer Science and Informa-
tion Technology (33.3%) (Tables 4 and 5). 

Few alternative opportunities exist in higher 
education. Institutions such as the Law College, 
National Colleges of Education, Institute of Social 
Development, National Institute of Library Studies, 
Institute of Chartered Accountants, and Institute 
of Management and Accountancy conduct pro-
fessional courses, in all of which a substantial per-
centage of students are women. However, in the 
Advanced Institutes of Technical Education and 
in the Institutes of Information Technology, the 
percentage of women enrolled in courses leading 
to professional employment in these burgeoning 
areas is deplorably low, thereby reinforcing the 
gender division in the labor market. A positive 
recent development has been the promotion of 
distance education through online learning for 
those who are unable to attend formal tertiary 
education institutions. The issue, however, is the 
affordability of programs that require information 
technology (IT)–related assets or access to centers 
that provide such facilities.

Technical and Vocational Education

This pattern of gender differentiation in enroll-
ment is seen also in the island-wide network of 
technical and vocational institutes. Around 35% 
of those enrolled in this state network are women, 
but their distribution in courses highlights the gen-
der imbalances in enrollment that have continued 
for decades. In the oldest of these institutions, the 
technical colleges, now totaling 37, less than 25% 
of the total number of students is enrolled in tech-
nician courses. The percentage of women enrolled 
in courses in technical trades is abysmally low, and 
women are preponderant in textiles and secretarial 
courses, thereby reinforcing their traditional roles 
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such as in secretarial work, accounting, nursing, 
and in languages (Ministry of Vocational Training, 
Department of Technical Education 2006). 

A similar pattern of enrollment prevails in the 
district and rural vocational training centers of the 
Vocational Training Authority, with a concentration 
of women in dressmaking courses and less than 
5% in technical trades (Table 6). In the National 
Apprenticeship and Training Authority programs, 
2.7% of those enrolled in its Apprenticeship Train-
ing Institute and 21.2% of those enrolled in its 
Technical Training Institute were women in 2006. 
Only 15.8% of participants in its enterprise-based 
training programs in the provinces were women. 
Women apprentices were chiefly in textile, gar-
ment-related, and clerical establishments, and 

only 2% of the apprentices in technical trades were 
women (National Apprentice and Industrial Train-
ing Authority 2006). The National Youth Services 
Council skills training programs reflect the same 
situation—women account for about 1% of those 
enrolled in technical trades. The Institute of Con-
struction Training and Development has less than 
2% women trainees, but women’s organizations 
and other interested bodies have supported the 
training of groups of young women in areas such 
as auto-electrical trades. The National Institute of 
Printing and Graphics had 23.7% women students 
in 2004. Agriculture courses enroll few men and 
women students relative to the size and needs of 
agriculture. IT increasingly attracts women stu-
dents, but they are concentrated in courses at the 

Table 4. University Admissions by Faculties/Courses

Courses/Faculties
1997–1998 2004–2005

Total Female % Female Total Female % Female
Medicine 856 391 45.7 1,164 610 52.4
Dental Science 84 38 57.1 89 53 59.6
Veterinary Medicine 90 38 42.2 85 54 63.5
Agriculture 682 340 49.9 906 521 57.5
Engineering 687 89 12.9 1,370 280 20.4
Textile and Clothing Industry 53 12 22.6
Quantity Surveys 53 10 18.9 343 184 53.6
Architecture 60 30 50.0
Physical Science 1,215 385 23.5
Biological Science 755 430 56.9
Applied Science 549 230 41.9
Food Science 179 94 52.5
Science 3,344 1,397 41.8
Indigenous Medicine 287 218 75.9
Paramedical Studies 348 224 64.4
Computer Science and Information 
Technology

53 5 9.4 495 165 33.3

Management Studies and Commerce 3,464 1,013 29.2 2,883 1,454 50.4
Law 195 139 71.3 237 191 80.6
Arts/Social Sciences/Humanities 3,295 2,279 69.2 4,855 3,495 71.9
Special Interests 307 616 66.7   
Total 11,678 5,955 50.9 16,585 8,940 53.9

Source: University Grants Commission Office. Statistical Hand Book 1998, 2006.
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Table 5. Distribution of University Students among Faculties

Faculties
1997–1998 2005–2006

Total Female % Female Total Female % Female
Medicine 5,017 2,078 41.4 5,858 2,968 50.7
Dentistry 379 199 52.5 515 299 58.1
Veterinary Science 350 161 46.0 311 172 55.3
Agriculture 1,728 785 45.4 2,962 1,653 55.8
Engineering and Technology 3,614 427 11.8 7,404 1,514 20.4
Architecture and Quantity Surveying 277 100 36.1 938 457 48.7
Science 6,234 2,399 38.5 1,4081 7,032 49.9
Food Science
Paramedical Studies 915 722 78.9
Information Technology 1,215 361 29.7
Law 988 623 63.1 3,168 1,549 48.9
Arts/Social Sciences/Humanities 13,011 7,704 59.2 21,969 15,253 69.4
Management Studies and Commerce 8,576 3,865 45.1 14,009 6,929 49.5
Indigenous Medicine 1,183 767 64.8
Performing Arts 4,075 3,052 74.9
Total 40,174 18,341 45.7 78,603 42,728 54.4

Source: University Grants Commission Office. Statistical Handbook 1998, 2006.

Table 6. Enrollment in Centers of the Vocational Training Authority

Courses
1998 2005

Total Female % Female Total Female % Female
Technical Trade 4,355 302 6.9 5,865 220 3.8
Construction Trade 2,121 25 1.2 2,747 141 5.1
Gem and Jewellery Manufacture 179 41 22.9
Leather Products 35 12 34.2
Computer Skills 990 588 59.4 3,424 2,029 59.3
Draftsmanship 227 74 32.5 144 67 46.5
Industrial Management 32 0 0.0 281 144 51.2
Food Preparation, Catering 438 288 65.8 513 172 33.5
Tailoring, Sewing 5,654 4,921 88.1 6,310 4,842 76.7
Secretarial, Typing 2,343 2,182 93.1 43 40 93.0
Craft, Wood Carving 271 169 62.4 78 4 5.1
Cultivation and Landscaping 220 107 48.6 282 172 60.9
Languages—Japanese, Italian 43 15 34.9
Beauty Culture 947 947 100.0 689 618 89.7
Driver Training 275 0 0.0 215 5 2.3
Hair Cutting 10 0 0.0 60 0 0.0
Total 17,883 9,603 53.7 21,603 8,522 39.4

Source: Based on statistics of the Vocational Training Authority. Ministry of Vocational Training 1998, 2005.
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and in Moneragala district, the most economically 
and socially disadvantaged district in the country 
(Table 7). Gender differences in literacy rates are 
minuscule in the population below 50 years of 
age—the post-free education generations.

lower-level of operations, analogous to secretarial 
courses.

Hence, tertiary and secondary vocational ed-
ucation, which should have the closest links with 
the labor market, equips women with a narrow 
range of skills and marginalize them in a chang-
ing economy. A tracer study of women trained in 
state vocational training institutes in two districts 
found that students moved from one short-term 
program to another, acquiring qualifications that 
do not often meet the demands of the labor mar-
ket, resulting in unemployment rates of 50%–80% 
among these “trained” women (Jayaweera 2002). 

A positive development starting around 2005 
has been the introduction of the National Voca-
tional Qualification Framework by the Ministry 
of Vocational Training and the Tertiary and Voca-
tional Education Commission, with its seven levels 
of competency-based qualifications, an accredi-
tation program for state and private institutions, 
and links to the JobsNet program initiated a few 
years previously. The Skills Development Program 
of the ministry also has as one of its objectives, for 
the first time, the reduction of gender imbalances 
in enrollment. Progress needs to be monitored 
closely to ensure that the changes envisaged are 
realized and that regional and gender disparities 
are reduced.

Literacy

The male literacy rate was 92.3% and the female 
literacy rate 89.2%, according to the 2001 Census 
conducted in 18 districts, that is, with the addition 
of Ampara, a district with relatively low literacy 
levels of 94.5% and 90.6% in 2003–2004 (Central 
Bank of Sri Lanka 2005). These statistics exclude 
some areas in the Northern and Eastern Provinces 
as national surveys could not be conducted in lo-
calities affected by armed conflict. 

Female literacy levels were relatively low in 
2001 in Nuwara Eliya, Badulla, and Ratnapura dis-
tricts with their large concentrations of plantations 

Nonformal and Adult Education

Sri Lanka relies on the formal system of education 
to extend educational opportunity. Hence non-
formal education has received low priority, and 
the nonformal literacy centers for out-of-school 
children and the community learning centers for 
school dropouts and adults do not meet the needs 
of those who need to develop functional literacy 
and skills. Adult education is perceived largely in 
terms of training in income-generating skills to 

Table 7. Literacy Rates by Districts, 2001 (%)

District
2001

Male Female Total
Ampara 87.8 81.6 84.7
Anuradhapura 92.3 88.9 90.6
Badulla 88.1 80.2 84.0

Colombo 94.0 93.1 93.6
Galle 93.7 92.2 92.9
Gampaha 95.6 94.9 95.3
Hambantota 91.4 86.8 89.1
Kalutara 93.4 92.3 92.8
Kandy 92.8 89.0 90.9
Kegalle 93.9 89.6 91.3
Kurunegala 93.4 90.6 91.9
Matara 91.5 88.2 89.8
Matale 90.2 86.0 88.1
Moneragala 88.0 83.6 85.8
Nuwara Eliya 87.1 76.6 81.7
Polonnaruwa 90.9 88.8 89.9
Puttalam 91.6 90.2 90.9
Ratnapura 89.4 85.0 87.2
Sri Lanka 92.3 89.2 90.7

Source: Sri Lanka Department of Census and Statistics. Census 
of Population and Housing. 2001b.
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increase individual and family incomes and to re-
duce poverty. 

Education and Socialization

Access to education has widened the horizons of 
women and improved their life chances. However, 
education is also a major agent of socialization, and 
the formal curriculum and the “hidden curriculum” 
or social climate of educational institutions have 
failed to transform prevailing attitudes toward 
gender roles. While women and girls may enter any 
course and curricula are not organized by gender, 
educational institutions still mirror the gender role 
stereotypes prevailing in the family and society. 
Textbooks still reflect such stereotypes, although 
their incidence has declined. Consequently, girls 
and women tend to opt for what are perceived to 
be gender-appropriate careers as seen earlier in 
course enrollment statistics. 

Education has failed to counter the impact of 
negative gender norms effectively or to promote 
gender equality consciously. The “life competences”  
program introduced in the secondary school 
curriculum was intended to make the content of 
education more gender sensitive, but its effect 
has been weak and it has been peripheral in the 
curriculum. In schools, the students, the school 
management, and teachers expect boys and girls 
to behave in different ways, based on norms of 
docility and relative passivity for girls and leader-
ship and activity for boys. Universities have not 
incorporated gender issues in a core course to 
promote more positive attitudes among men and 
women students. Consequently, women and girls 
are subject to contradictory trends in education. 
Most parents have equally high aspirations for 
daughters and sons, encouraging girls to pursue 
education to the highest levels. Schools and uni-
versities reinforce these aspirations but have failed 
to empower girls and women adequately to resist 
or challenge gendered social norms and oppres-
sive social practices. A critical need, therefore, is 

for specific educational programs to foster the 
economic and social empowerment of women.

The Education Sector Development Frame-
work Program, introduced in 2005, emphasizes 
equal access to quality education for all segments 
of the population, including vulnerable groups 
such as children with disabilities and those living 
on the streets. Gender mainstreaming is assumed 
to have been achieved, as there is no gender dif-
ferentiation in general education programs or in 
the delivery of services. Consequently, no strate-
gies are suggested to make content and meth-
odology in education more gender sensitive and 
more focused on promoting gender equality and 
the empowerment of women. 

The glass ceiling continues to operate in 
educational administration, with women missing 
at the highest levels, and constituting 25% of se-
nior assistant secretaries, 16% of directors, 18% of 
presidents of National Colleges of Education, and 
21% of principals of schools, while 68% of teachers 
were women, in 2006. 

Information and Communication 
Technology

The gender digital divide is wide in education and 
employment in the burgeoning areas of informa-
tion and communication technology (ICT) in an 
increasingly globalized environment. After a late 
start, Sri Lanka is now promoting computer stud-
ies and internet connectivity to develop e-learn-
ing, e-commerce, and e-governance. Schools, 
universities, teacher education institutions, and 
vocational training centers are being equipped 
gradually to teach ICT skills. There are plans to 
establish telecenters, cybercafés, and e-kiosks for 
the use of the wider community.

While women are likely to have equal ac-
cess to facilities in institutions and to transfer 
their skills from typing to computer applications, 
the few studies that exist (Wanasundera 2002) 
indicate that women’s participation in higher  
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education programs in IT and in higher-level jobs, 
such as in software and hardware development, 
is still limited. A recent study in eight represen-
tative districts found that the gender gap was 
wide, with 40.9% of men and 23.3% of women 
exposed to computer education, and that there 
were statistically significant gender differences 
in the use of ICT services and in the ownership 
of IT-related assets. The gender digital divide was 
exacerbated by the wide urban–rural disparities in 
access to IT as well as the enormous gap between 
Colombo and the rest of the country (Jayaweera,  
Sanmugam, and Wanasundera 2006).

The few NGOs, including women’s organiza-
tions that have attempted to extend IT into rural 
areas, have made slow progress because of lack 
of money and infrastructure and language dif-
ficulties. However, the Information and Commu-
nication Technology Agency of Sri Lanka and the  
Ministry of Science and Technology are endeav-
oring to bring IT to the rural sector through their 
Nana Salas (knowledge centers) in villages and 
Vidatha centers in the offices of divisional secre-
tariats. ICT has tremendous potential for foster-
ing distance learning, disseminating information, 
promoting social interchange and economic 
transactions, expanding economic opportunities, 
promoting gender equality, and accelerating the 
pace of change in the lives of women and their 
families. However, it is being used on too small a 
scale to ensure significant change. 

Economic Activities

Women in Sri Lanka have been engaged in econom-
ic activities over centuries of history. Their contribu-
tion as factory workers, migrant domestic workers, 
and plantation workers has been vital to the export-
oriented economy in the late 20th and early 21st cen-
turies. Nevertheless, their labor force participation 
rates have been underestimated in macro-level sur-
veys, measured at about half the male participation 
rates because some of them work in the informal 

sector where their economic activities are invisible. 
Female labor force participation rates have also 
tended to fluctuate, unlike male participation rates, 
underscoring their greater vulnerability to policy 
shifts and adverse global economic trends. In fact, 
female labor force participation rates declined from 
34.1% in 1998 to 30.9% in 2005, increased again in 
2006 to 35.7% and their share of the officially mea-
sured labor force fell from 35.7% to 33.2% in the first 
quarter of 2007 (Table 8).

According to the Consumer Finances and  
Socio Economic Survey Report 2003/04, male par-
ticipation rates increased and female participa - 
tion rates declined from 32.5% in 1995–1996 to 
29.5% in 2003–2004. This decline was in urban and 
rural areas as well as the estates (Central Bank of 
Sri Lanka 2005).

While researchers have not identified clearly 
the reasons for this decline, there is little doubt 
that the global economic recession and the con-
sequent closure of rural garment factories have 
endangered women’s niche in manufacturing. 
The removal in 2005 of export quotas for gar-
ments under the Multi Fibre Agreement is likely to 
exacerbate the employment problems of women 

Table 8. Labor Force Participation—
Rates by Sex over 10 Years

Year
Total 
Labor 
Force

Labor Force 
Participation Rates

Female % 
of Total 
Labor 
ForceMale Female

1999 50.7 67.7 34.1 34.0
2000 50.3 67.2 33.9 34.0
2001 48.8 66.2 31.9 34.0
2002 50.3 67.9 33.6 34.1
2003 48.9 67.2 31.4 32.8
2004 48.6 66.7 31.5 33.3
2005 48.3 67.1 30.9 33.2
2006 51.2 68.1 35.7 36.3
2007(1Q) 49.8 68.1 33.2 34.9

Source: Department of Census and Statistics. Labour Force 
Surveys, 1999–2006, first quarter of 2007.
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unless alternative opportunities are provided. In 
addition, about 40% of women in the working age 
group (15–59 years) tend to declare themselves to 
be housewives, whether or not they are engaged 
in informal economic production, reinforcing the 
traditional invisibility of at least some of these 
women in labor force statistics. 

Unemployment rates have fluctuated, declin-
ing progressively after the mid-1990s to 5.8% for 
males and 11.1% for females in 2000, rising to 
6.6% and 12.9% in 2002, before declining once 
again to 4.7% and 9.7% in 2006 (Table 9). The 
highest unemployment rates are among those 
between 15 and 24 years of age, reflecting the 
continuing problem of youth unemployment 
(Table 10 and Figure 2). Women have been ad-
versely affected by these fluctuations more than 
men. Furthermore, female unemployment rates 
have continued to be double those of men since 
the 1970s, whether or not overall unemployment 
increased or declined.

Table 9. Unemployment Rates by Sex (%)

Year Total Male Female

1999 8.9 6.7 13.0
2000 7.6 5.8 11.0
2001 7.9 6.2 11.5
2002 8.8 6.6 12.9
2003 8.4 6.0 13.2
2004 8.3 6.0 12.9
2005 7.7 5.5 10.7
2006 6.5 4.7 9.7
2007 (1Q) 6.2 4.4 9.5

Source: Department of Census and Statistics. Labour Force 
Surveys 1999–2006, first quarter, 2007.

While unemployment rates rise with educa-
tional levels, women with a secondary or post-
secondary education have higher unemployment 
rates than men with the same educational levels 
(Table 11 and Figure 3). Moreover, 18.3% of the 
male unemployed population and 34.3% of the  

Source: Source: Department of Census and Statistics. Labour Force Surveys 1999–2006, first quarter, 2007.
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Table 10. Unemployment Rates by Age and Sex (%)

Age Group
2002 2006

Male Female Male Female
15–19 26.9 35.4 20.7 27.1
20–24 22.7 33.8 16.1 18.6
25–29 7.4 18.7 6.8 18.1
30–39 2.2 7.2 1.7 6.0
40 and over 1.0 1.4 1.2 1.7
All ages 6.6 12.9 4.7 9.7

Source: Department of Census and Statistics. Labour Force 
Survey 2002 and 2006. 

female unemployed population in 2006 had 
passed the General Certificate of Education/Ad-
vanced Level examination (GCE/AL) or studied at 
a tertiary education institution. A recent study of 
graduate employment among a group of university 
entrants found that university education resulted 
in upward occupational mobility for only a minor-
ity, and for men rather than women (Jayaweera 
and Sanmugam 2002). Clearly, women have equal 
access to education but not to employment, and 
are unable to translate their educational gains into 
economic rewards.

Underemployment rates were 23% for men 
and 25% for women, with the highest rates in the 
agriculture sector, craft-related occupations, and 
elementary (low-skill) occupations (Central Bank 
of Sri Lanka 2005).

In contrast, the percentage of women in regu-
lar or casual employment increased from 55.5% in 

Table 11. Unemployment Rates by Level of Education and Sex (%)

Level of Education
2000 2002 2004 2006

Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female

Below Grade 5 0.9 1.1 1.7 2.1 2.0 2.0 1.4 1.4
Grade 6–10 6.3 10.2 6.7 10.9 5.5 10.6 4.6 8.7
GCE/OL 8.8 16.0 9.8 19.8 9.2 18.9 7.3 14.3
GCE/AL and above 8.8 21.4 10.8 23.0 10.5 23.8 6.9 16.8
All levels 5.8 11.1 6.6 12.9 6.0 4.7 9.7 12.8

GCE/AL = General Certificate of Education/Advanced Level, GCE/OL = General Certificate of Education/Ordinary Level.

Source: Department of Census and Statistics. Labour Force Survey 2000, 2002, 2004, and 2006.  

2000 of the female labor force to between 58.4% 
and 60.0% by 2005 and declined to 54.8% in 2006; 
and the percentage of women unpaid family work-
ers decreased from 26.5% in 2000 to 18.2% in 2005 
and increased again to 21.7% in 2006 (Figure 4).

The increasing prevalence of casual labor has 
been a continuing response to macroeconomic 
reforms over two decades, and is likely to increase 
with deregulation of the labor market. Structural 
changes in the economy have resulted in the de-
cline of the percentage of women employed in 
agriculture, fisheries, and forestry from 40.5% of 
the female labor force in 2002 to 34.5% in 2005, 
increasing again to 37.8% in 2006, and an increase 
in the percentage of employed women in manu-
facturing from 23.7% to 27.2% from 2000 to 2006. 
The highest growth rates are in services, indicating 
a shift to this sector.

A higher percentage of women workers con-
tinue to be in professional and clerical jobs than 
men, but the glass ceiling still operates at the high-
est decision-making levels—which accounted for 
only 1.1% of the female labor force in 2006. A few 
women have been appointed to hitherto male po-
sitions such as vice chancellors of universities, and 
five women hold positions as secretaries (admin-
istrative heads) of ministries compared with one 
in 1997. Nevertheless, bias against appointment 
of women to high-level positions persists, particu-
larly in the private sector (Aturupane 1996, Centre 
for Women’s Research 2007). The labor market is 
still segregated by gender at all levels. Women 
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continue to be concentrated in teaching, nursing, 
midwifery, secretarial assistance, domestic service, 
assembly line industries, and agriculture, and to 
be underrepresented among technologists, engi-
neers, surveyors, technicians, and skilled workers 
(Table 12).

The rapid globalization of finance, trade, 
production, and communication has strongly in-
fluenced macroeconomic policies and individual 
lifestyles. More women are employed in expand-
ing areas such as telecommunications and finance 
than before, but women’s employment patterns 
have not comprehensively changed over the last 
two decades, and positive changes are juxtaposed 
with negative trends.

In agriculture, low productivity and inad-
equate incomes have compelled women in small 
farm families to move from unpaid family labor to 
other occupations, particularly in the garment in-
dustry and in overseas domestic labor. Plantations 
are being privatized, accompanied by labor short-
ages and increasing use of casual labor. Young 
women and men in plantation families tend now 
to look for jobs outside plantation enclaves, the 

women seeking chiefly domestic service in urban 
households or overseas as migrant labor.

In industry, rural industries have yet to be 
revitalized, despite official rhetoric. Absence of 
off-farm employment opportunities in rural com-
munities has propelled rural women to work in 
garment factories or in domestic service overseas. 
Traditional women’s industries such as handloom 
weaving and the coir industry remain depressed, 
lacking the capacity and support to compete in a 
competitive market.

The expansion of export-oriented industries, 
which account for about 70% of Sri Lanka’s exports, 
has been dependent largely on garments in which 
over 80% of employees are women. Three export 
processing zones—Katunayake and Biyagama 
near Colombo, and Koggala in the south—an in-
creasing number of industrial estates located in 
different parts of the country, and about 150 rural 
garment factories provide jobs for young women 
between 18 and 30 years of age. The relocation of 
labor-intensive industries in low-income countries 
by transnational corporations, and reliance on the 
comparative advantage of low-cost female labor 

Table 12. Employees in Selected Occupations by Sex

Occupations

Public sector, 1998 Public sector and semi-government, 
2002

Total Women % Women Total Women % Women

Engineers 676 116 17.2 763 143 18.7
Doctors 2,864 1,291 45.1 4,097 1,791 43.7
Dentists 370 185 50.0 553 288 52.1
Nurses 11,814 10,452 88.5 13,320 11,830 88.8
Teachers 179,553 126,853 70.6 179,494 127,004 70.8
Principals 9,299 2,002 21.5 9,678 2130 22.0
Surveyors 727 124 17.3 796 159 20.0
Judges and lawyers 294 78 26.5 292 88 30.1
Accountants 261 190 22.1 922 415 45.0
Technicians 10,435 1,961 18.8 17,323 5,430 31.3
Clerks 39,451 19,347 49.0 39,652 22,219 56.0
Stenos and typists 7,659 6,907 90.2 7,911 7,269 91.9
Skilled workers 22,009 4,807 21.8 12,218 1,115 9.1

Source: Department of Census and Statistics. Census of the Public and Semi-Government Sector Employment 1998 and 2002. 
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have created employment opportunities as well 
as new forms of gender inequalities and hardships 
for women.

Women garment workers have brought sta-
bility to families with irregular incomes and have 
empowered themselves through control of their 
independent cash incomes. But these women 
have been confined chiefly to semiskilled assem-
bly line production and have had few opportuni-
ties of upward occupational mobility over two 
decades, although most of them were educated in 
secondary schools. Their working hours are long, 
and are likely to be longer with the recent revision 
of labor legislation to permit more overtime work. 
Wages are relatively low in the formal sector, and 
these women tend to be exposed to occupational 
health hazards. Job insecurity has increased, and 
employers fire workers with impunity, especially 
since trade union activity is restricted (Jayaweera 
and Sanmugam 2001a). A recent development has 
been the work of the Ethical Trading Initiatives, UK, 
group in Sri Lanka, which includes employers and 
trade unions. The group has carried out worker 
audits in factories since 2004 to improve working 
conditions, showing that most of them do not fol-
low international labor standards in freedom of 
association and minimum hours of work.

The external or peripheral labor market has 
expanded with increasing subcontracting of labor-
intensive tasks to home-based workers who are 
mostly women. These women receive wages that 
are often below present minimum wage levels and 
are unprotected by labor legislation. These rela-
tively invisible informal workers are at the mercy  
of intermediary subcontractors who siphon off a 
major share of piece rate payments. At the same 
time, these women are able to earn money in their 
homes and take care of their children (Jayaweera 
2002). As Sri Lanka has not ratified as yet the ILO 
Convention on Home Work 1996, subcontracted 
women workers will continue to be vulnerable to 
economic exploitation.

In services, large-scale layoffs with compensa-
tion have threatened women’s presence in their 

traditional niche, the public service. Since the 
1990s, state employees in ministries and public 
corporations such as the Mahaweli Development 
Programme have been offered incentives to “retire” 
prematurely with a limited compensation. Public 
industrial establishments have been closed down 
or handed over to private ownership. Both large 
mills and small power loom centers have virtually 
disappeared.

A recent study of laid-off and retired work-
ers found that this policy has affected various 
socioeconomic groups and men and women dif-
ferently. Retired workers with higher educational 
attainment have gained private sector jobs in  
Sri Lanka and overseas or have used their resour-
ces to invest in business enterprises, some of them 
earning far more than they had earned in the 
public service. On the other hand, service workers 
and semiskilled workers in low-income families 
have used their compensation to pay off debts 
or build houses, and many of them have failed to 
find employment and are in dire economic straits. 
Women who have withdrawn from the labor 
force to provide better child care find it difficult to 
return to employment. Women in many families 
have been “domesticated,” suffering from lack of 
their own income and from a sense of isolation 
and frustration through inability to meet family 
needs (Jayaweera, Sanmugam, and Amarasuriya 
2003). No efforts have been made to retrain eco-
nomically productive women to find alternative 
employment.

The phenomenon of women migrating for 
jobs as domestic workers in affluent countries be-
gan in the late 1970s and increased in the 1980s 
and 1990s. The percentage of women among all 
migrant workers declined, however, from about 
75% in the mid-1990s to 64.5% in 1999 and 59.3% 
in 2005, as the state tried to promote male migra-
tion and some overseas garment factories closed. 
Women have migrated to work in garment facto-
ries in West Asia, the Maldives, and Mauritius, and 
as unskilled labor in hospitals and as illegal work-
ers in Republic of Korea, but over 80% of women 
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migrant workers continue to be domestic workers, 
a percentage increasing to about 90% in 2005 and 
in 2006 (Table 13). 

Destinations have increased from oil-rich 
West, East, and Southeast Asia to Cyprus and West-
ern Europe. Working conditions vary from country 
to country. In Cyprus, for instance, unlike in many 
migrant destinations, women domestic workers 
are protected by labor legislation (Wanasundera 
2002). In Mauritius, Sri Lankan garment workers 
have had stable employment, but several garment 
factories in West Asia and in the Maldives have 
closed as profits fell with the economic recession 
in the United States, and Sri Lankan women have 
been stranded in these countries without eco-
nomic resources (Dias and Wanasundera 2002). 
Whatever the situation, migrant domestic workers 
and garment workers remain vulnerable to eco-
nomic exploitation just as in their own country.

Reports of harassment, injustice, and sexual 
abuse in the workplace and unscrupulous re-
cruiting agents in Sri Lanka have led the state to 
intervene since the mid-1990s to give some pro-
tection to migrant domestic workers after years of 
abandoning them to the mercies of the market. 
Consequently, the government has set up several 
programs—compulsory registration, insurance, 
and training; subsidized credit to assist depart-
ing migrants and the families left behind, and to 

help returning migrants find jobs; the stationing 
of labor and welfare officers in countries with large 
concentrations of women workers to provide wel-
fare measures; scholarships and educational ma-
terials for the children of these workers; and safe 
houses in three destinations and a transit house 
for the sick near Colombo airport. Women work-
ers receive more protection and assistance now,  
although hardly in proportion to their remittances, 
which make up the highest or second highest con-
tribution to the national revenue.

Yet, some migrant workers are recruited still 
by unlicensed agents. Cases of oppressive work-
ing conditions, nonpayment of wages, and physi-
cal and sexual abuse resulting sometimes in death 
are still reported. Studies of returnees report suc-
cess stories as well as neglect of children and des-
titution caused by alcoholic or dissolute spouses 
squandering their earnings (Gamburd 2001;  
Jayaweera, Dias, and Wanasundera 2002; Save the 
Children 2006). Regrettably, too, policy makers 
have concentrated almost exclusively on domes-
tic workers and have tended to abandon garment 
workers to their fate, buffeted by economic turbu-
lence across the globe. However, the UN Conven-
tion on Migrant Workers and Their Families, which 
Sri Lanka has ratified, came into force on 1 July 
2003. National governments have limited abil-
ity to assist migrant workers, since most of these 

Table 13. Departures for Foreign Employment

Levels

1999 2005 2006

Total Female
%

Female

%  
Female 
distri - 
bution Total Female

%
Female

%  
Female 
distri -
bution Total Female

%
Female

%  
Female 
distri -
bution

Professional 1,253 78 6.2 0.1 2,678 97 3.6 0.1 1,972 148 7.5 0.1

Middle level 3,161 423 13.4 0.4 8,040 892 11.1 0.7 6,638 758 11.4 0.7

Clerical and 
related

6,210 940 15.1 0.8 7,731 754 9.7 0.6 7,911 900 11.4 0.8

Skilled 37,277 12,852 34.5 11.1 45,590 6,806 14.8 5.0 45,063 6,326 14.0 5.7

Unskilled 43,768 13,659 31.2 11.8 41,870 3,352 8.0 2.4 40,705 3,987 9.8 3.8

Housemaids 88,063 88,063 100.0 75.9 125,054 125,493 100.0 91.3 99,659 99,659 100.0 89.2

Total 179,732 116,015 64.5 100.0 230,963 137,394 59.5 100.0 201,948 111,778 55.3 100.0

Source: Annual Statistical Reports of the Sri Lanka Bureau for Foreign Employment 1999, 2005, and 2006.
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workers are in areas such as West Asia, where labor 
laws do not protect them. The most critical need 
in helping migrant workers is the enforcement of 
bilateral agreements between receiving and send-
ing countries and the ratification of international 
conventions by all these countries, which will not 
be accomplished for a long time unless interna-
tional pressure is placed on receiving countries.

Another area in which policy support has been 
weak or nonexistent is the informal sector and 
microenterprises or self-employment, in which 
about two thirds of women workers are engaged. 
Policy makers have extolled the benefits of self- 
employment as a virtual cure for unemployment. 
Yet they have taken little concrete action to offer in-
centives or support services for self-employment, in 
contrast to the range of incentives offered to large 
investors and private entrepreneurs. Although most 
low-income women cannot benefit from programs 
such as the Small and Medium Enterprises project 
and its credit lines, microlevel inter-se (group) credit 
schemes are available. However, little attention has 
been paid to making it easier for self-employed 
workers to obtain the skills and management train-
ing, technology, and market information that are 
necessary to use credit optimally.

Women with family resources have emerged 
as successful entrepreneurs in the liberalized 
economy. Some women without resources but 
with initiative work in microenterprises. However, 
studies indicate that microcredit programs for self-
employment have perpetuated poverty among 
low-income women who desperately need to 
increase their incomes but who have been lim-
ited to producing for other low-income consum-
ers and earning minimal incomes. All studies of  
urban and rural informal workers document that 
women in low-income families must engage in 
multiple, unstable economic activities, requiring 
low skills and poorly paid, for family survival and 
maintenance. Regrettably, the ILO Convention 
on Home Work is limited to piece-rate workers 
and does not protect the large number of self- 
employed women.

On the whole, opportunities for women with 
high-level and technology-related skills have 
expanded with globalization while most women 
workers have faced deteriorating opportunities. 
Even women with a secondary school education 
face unemployment or horizontal mobility rather 
than upward vertical mobility in a labor market 
segmented and restricted by gender and an 
economy characterized by low transfer of tech-
nology and low productivity. One of the MDGs 
pertains to increasing the percentage of women 
earning wages. Currently about 50% of the female 
labor force is working for wages in the formal  
sector, although piece-rate work in subcontract-
ed industries is also a form of disguised wage  
employment. This goal will be realized only 
through macroeconomic policies that will pro-
mote growth and expand the number of jobs 
available.

Some policy changes have taken place 
since 2005. The Ten Year Horizon Development 
Framework (2006–2016) includes proposals for 
increasing the number of jobs with “acceptable 
standards,” providing adequate wages and high-
quality jobs for women. The framework aims to 
promote to small and medium-sized businesses 
and microentrepreneurs in the informal sector, 
where most women in low-income families work, 
as well as to reduce urban–rural disparities in 
employment. The diversification of the garment 
industry following the termination of the Multi 
Fibre Agreement and bilateral agreements with 
labor receiving countries has been proposed. The 
National Policy for Decent Work and the National 
Plan for Decent Work have been approved. The 
plan has four components: (i) jobs of acceptable 
quality; (ii) rights at work according to interna-
tional labor standards; (iii) participatory social 
dialogue; and (iv) social protection of the unem-
ployed, the sick, and the elderly. It remains to be 
seen how speedily and effectively these plans are 
translated into concrete action and how success-
ful they will be in reducing gender inequalities in 
the labor market.
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Poverty

Poverty is a perennial problem in Sri Lanka, and 
the incidence of poverty has fluctuated, but has 
not declined substantially during the last few de-
cades. Poverty is multidimensional, and poverty in 
a given situation is usually analyzed in two ways: 
(i) income or consumption poverty, and (ii) the 
many other dimensions of human poverty. 

Poverty data are disaggregated not by gender 
but by household, a unit assumed to be gender 
neutral. Poverty lines are computed based on the 
income required to meet specific food (calories) in-
take as well as nonfood requirements. The analysis 
of data gathered by the Department of Census and 
Statistics’ Household Income and Expenditure Survey 
(HIES) indicated that 26.1% of the population was 
below the national poverty line in 1990–1991, ris-
ing to 28.8% in 1995–1996 and declining to 22.7% 
in 2002 (HIES 1990–1991, 1995–1996, 2002). Ur-
ban poverty is reported to have declined—16.3% 
in 1990–1991, 14.0% in 1995–1996, and 7.9% in 
2002—and poverty in the rural and estate sectors 
to have increased until 1996 and declined since 
then—with rural poverty percentages of 29.4%, 
30.9%, and 24.7%, and estate poverty percentages 
of 20.5%, 38.4%, and 30.0% (Central Bank of Sri 
Lanka 2005). Sri Lanka appears to be a long way 
from achieving the MDG of halving poverty from 
1990 to 2015. 

Recent trends reflect economic decline in 
2001 and growth rates rising since then to 6% in 

2005 and an estimated 7% in 2006. An inequitable 
income distribution prevails with a Gini coefficient 
of 0.47 in 2002 and 2005 and a decrease in the 
share of income of the bottom four income de-
ciles (40%) from 15.2% in 1995–1996 to 13.8% in 
2002 (HIES 2002). Wide disparities in poverty levels 
persist, ranging from 55% in Moneragala district 
(the most economically disadvantaged district) to 
23% in Colombo in 1995–1996, and 37% and 6% 
in 2002. The decline in poverty has been uneven 
across economic sectors and geographical loca-
tions. The two decades of ethnic conflict and the 
tsunami disaster have exacerbated poverty in the 
affected areas and have strained the resources 
available for development. Clearly any economic 
progress has not trickled down to the poor as 
expected, and a change in the direction of macro-
economic policies is required to reduce disparities 
in poverty levels.

The only gender-disaggregated data avail-
able pertain to the mean income of “income re-
ceivers”—a category that excludes the majority of 
women who earn their livelihood in the informal 
sector or in their homes. As seen in Table 14, the 
percentage of female income receivers was 31.4% 
in 1995–1996 and 31.8% in 2003–2004, but the 
gender gap in mean income has widened in the 
urban and estate sectors. The male–female ratio 
was 1.6:1 overall in 2003–2004, 1.6:1 to 1.8:1 in the 
urban sector, 1.6:1 in both years in the rural sec-
tor, and 1.3:1 to 1.5:1 in the estate sector. 

Table 14. Income Receivers (Main Income)

1995–1996 2002
Male–Female Ratio of 

Income Receivers
% Female Receivers 

of Total
Male–Female Ratio of 

Income Receivers
% Female Receivers 

of Total

Total 1.6:1 31.4 1.6:1 31.8
Urban 1.6:1 33.9 1.8:1 36.2
Rural 1.6:1 29.8 1.6:1 30.3
Estate 1.3:1 47.9 1.5:1 42.6

Source: Central Bank of Sri Lanka. Consumer Finances and Socio Economic Survey 2003/04.
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Women have not benefited from the decline 
reported in urban poverty. The Consumer Finances  
and Socio Economic Survey Report 2003/04 pointed 
out that the income distribution is biased toward 
males in all sectors—urban, rural, and estate—and 
all occupations. Overall, the percentage of women 
income receivers was higher than that of men 
only in the lowest income quintile (52.2%), while 
the percentage declined progressively in higher-
income quintiles to 17.5% in the highest quintile 
(Table 15).

decades, amid moderate economic growth that 
has clearly not benefited communities outside  
urbanized and “developed” areas. Although gender- 
disaggregated macro data pertaining to household 
and national incomes are not available, qualitative 
data from microstudies provide useful insights.

To understand poverty, non-income dimen-
sions of poverty need to be examined as well, such 
as the following: 

(i) Employment—the preponderance of 
women among the working poor in 
agriculture, small industries, and the in-
formal sector; 

(ii) Access to assets and economic resources 
such as land, housing, and savings; 

(iii) Human capabilities developed by ac-
cess to entitlements in education, health 
care, and nutrition; 

(iv) Access to basic services such as water 
and sanitation; 

(v) The marginalization and social exclusion 
of the poor in isolated, remote locations 
without access to transport, communi-
cation, electricity, markets, or infrastruc-
ture facilities; 

(vi) Conflict-related poverty; and 
(vii) Perceptions of poverty and, in particular, 

the powerlessness and voicelessness of 
the poor.

While women in the major communities have, 
in theory, equal inheritance rights with men, in 
practice women have unequal access to and con-
trol of productive assets such as land and housing. 
At the same time the allocation of state land in 
settlement areas and village expansion programs 
over seven decades has reduced poverty by 
increasing the assets of the poor. However, this 
pro-poor program has deprived women in settle-
ments of their land rights through the inheritance 
schedules in the Land Development Ordinance of 
1935. As an outcome of lobbying by women’s or-
ganizations, draft amendments to the ordinance 
to provide for gender equality in inheritance have 

Table 15. Distribution of Income Receivers by 
Income Quintile and Gender

Income Quintiles Male Female Total

1 (lowest) 47.7 52.2 100.0
2 63.4 36.5 100.0
3 72.7 27.2 100.0
4 74.5 25.4 100.0
5 (highest) 82.4 17.5 100.0
All 68.2 31.8 100.0

Source: Central Bank of Sri Lanka, Consumer Finances and  
Socio Economic Survey Report 2003/04.

Thus, the norm of a male breadwinner has still 
some salience, while in the poverty group (lowest 
quintile), women’s contribution and particularly 
their labor inputs are crucial to family survival. Fur-
ther, occupation was the chief source of income of 
68.0% of men and 57.2% of women, while 28.6% 
of women and only 10.2% of men depended on 
government and private transfers. 

The work of Amartya Sen, for instance, has 
shown that poverty has other non-income dimen-
sions, such as human capabilities, exclusion in 
access to services, and powerlessness, and that 
economic growth per se without asset redistri-
bution and provision of basic services cannot 
reduce poverty (Sen 1981). It is necessary, there-
fore, to look at these aspects of poverty from a 
gender perspective, particularly in the context 
of persistent poverty in Sri Lanka in the past two 
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been prepared and are reported to have been 
approved by the cabinet but have yet to be sub-
mitted to Parliament. Land rights are crucial to 
reducing rural women’s vulnerability to poverty or 
even destitution, and this issue must be addressed 
urgently.

Gender difference in poverty is a consequence 
of gender inequality in the labor market. Labor is 
a major asset of women who lack access to other 
economic resources. While the percentage of 
women workers has increased in specific occupa-
tions, female unemployment rates have contin-
ued to be double those of men since the 1970s, 
underemployment is endemic among women 
workers in agriculture and local industries and has 
not declined, and women receive substantially 
less return for their labor. For instance, while fe-
male labor force participation rates are higher in 
the rural sector, female incomes are higher in the 
urban sector (Central Bank of Sri Lanka 2005), as 
many rural women workers are engaged in unpaid 
family labor. 

Studies have shown that besides the un-
employed, those enmeshed in poverty are the 
“working poor” that includes the landless labor-
ers, small-scale farmers, plantation laborers, small 
and cottage industry workers, casual workers, 
construction workers, petty traders, and domestic 
workers, whose earnings are inadequate to meet 
basic needs. Women are the majority in virtually 
all these groups. In the rural sector, they are un-
paid family workers, agriculture wage laborers, or 
low-paid piece-rate workers, or they are engaged 
in unviable local industries or enterprises. In the 
amorphous urban informal sector, they move from 
one unstable, low-skill, low-income occupation to 
another. Self-employed workers with access only 
to credit without other inputs cannot generate 
enough income to lift themselves out of poverty. 
The closure of industries and reduction in public 
sector employment even at the lowest levels have 
led to loss of livelihoods and income for workers 
without alternative opportunities.

The World Bank’s Sri Lanka Poverty Assessment 
(2007) and the survey of the poorest 100 and 19 
conflict-affected divisions by the Sri Lanka Depart-
ment of Census and Statistics (2006d) give mini-
mal sex-disaggregated data. However, small-scale 
studies provide in-depth information. A recent 
study of gender and poverty in five representa-
tive locations in the country found that 75% to 
80% of the female labor force in the rural locations 
consisted of unpaid family workers and that the 
households with the lowest incomes were those in 
which the male spouse was a small farmer and the 
female spouse was an unpaid family worker. Only 
households with a member of the family employed 
in the formal sector, for example in business, the 
defense services, the garment industry, or over-
seas migrant labor, had made even a temporary 
exit from poverty. In low-income urban neigh-
borhoods, the poorest households were those in 
which women and men were unemployed or were 
engaged in unstable informal jobs (Jayaweera, 
Sanmugam, and Amarasuriya 2003).

Wage employment has been found to be a 
critical strategy for women to move out of poverty 
(Gunatilaka 1999) and to be empowered if they 
control the resources they generate (Jayaweera 
and Sanmugam 2001b). While poverty alleviation 
programs have not significantly reduced poverty, 
income transfers by women employed in export 
processing zones or in migrant domestic labor 
have enabled families to come out of absolute 
poverty. However, experience in Sri Lanka and 
elsewhere has shown that low-wage, labor- 
intensive employment cannot make people 
upwardly socioeconomically mobile. Currently 
employment policies have several gaps. Women 
in low-income families are not a homogeneous 
group, as some have had 12 years of education. If 
women are to move out of poverty, there is a need 
to diversify skills development programs, elimi-
nate gender role stereotypes, and provide women 
access to technology. In addition, to foster well-
paying self-employment, a package of services  
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should be introduced including vocational and 
management skills, technology, and market infor-
mation, and the bias must be removed in micro-
economic policy against small producers, most 
of whom are women. If they are to participate in 
the small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) 
proposed in national plans, they need assistance 
to access these services. Economic growth policies 
should have accompanying programs to address 
the constraints that women face in obtaining jobs.

It is agreed widely that Sri Lanka’s free edu-
cation and health services over six decades have 
reduced poverty and promoted gender equality 
in access to education. Nevertheless, poverty is 
still the main cause of dropping out of school, 
and more commitment is necessary to achieving 
the goal of “education for all.” In senior secondary 
and tertiary schools, women, particularly in low-
income families, have less access to courses in 
science, technology, and IT. The majority of unem-
ployed graduates are women arts graduates from 
low-income families—for them, higher education 
does not enable them to exit poverty. Education 
and the provision of extensive health services, 
including reproductive health, have enabled 
women to cope with poverty, but morbidity has 
not declined appreciably. In both education and 
health, services provided for the poor are of low 
quality, thereby disadvantaging women in low-
income families. For instance, about 40%—70% of 
the schools in the most disadvantaged divisions 
are small and often marginalized with less that 200 
students—many of them the schools of the poor. 
Safe drinking water and good sanitation have yet 
to be universally provided.

Poor infrastructure, particularly in the rural 
areas, has stymied efforts to reduce poverty. Lack 
of easy access to main roads, regular transport, 
electricity, communications, and markets have 
marginalized remote rural communities, thus 
excluding them from the benefits of economic 
development. Women have less spatial mobil-
ity. Urban and rural women both perceive their 

poverty as a result of lack of access to livelihoods 
and income. But rural women also cite lack of ac-
cess to infrastructure and services (Jayaweera, 
Sanmugam, and Amarasuriya 2003). In all parts of 
the country, the poor are powerless and voiceless, 
without adequate representation in local govern-
ment institutions. Social mobilization has a history 
of over two decades, different activist movements 
have incompatible ideologies, which have pre-
vented the economic and social mobilization of 
poor women and their participation in determin-
ing their needs. 

In support of the thesis of the feminization of 
poverty, women are highly visible in new vulner-
able groups. High life expectancy, juxtaposed with 
lack of assets and other resources, has impover-
ished the increasing numbers of elderly women in 
low-income families. Social protection programs 
need to address their need for shelter, financial 
support, and geriatric care. Another group of 
newly poor are the retired or laid-off workers who 
cannot cope with rising costs of living. The claim 
that there is no difference in the poverty levels 
of female-headed and male-headed households 
needs to be questioned in the light of data from 
small-scale studies that record the real experiences 
of women heads of households in poverty. Disag-
gregation of data by variables such as age, marital 
status, dependent children, and employment will 
help identify the single mothers with young chil-
dren and no resources who are the poorest of the 
poor and who need support and access to liveli-
hoods. Conflict-related poverty will be discussed 
in a subsequent section.

Women in low-income families have been 
losers in structural adjustment and globalization, 
but macroeconomic policies can also maximize 
the potential of globalization to promote gender 
equity and to reduce poverty. Women in poverty 
who have to work for family survival and their own 
mobility cannot be left to market forces but need 
to be equipped with the skills and resources to 
access the markets and with social protection 
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through insurance. The ideal of the male breadwin-
ner that underpins many plans has to be adjusted 
to the reality of women as economic actors, espe-
cially women in low-income families who need 
to combine productive and reproductive roles. 
The interface of class and gender underscores the 
need for a supportive macroeconomic environ-
ment and equitable gender relations in the family, 
workplace, and society.

It is important also to examine the impact of 
social protection programs or “safety nets” and spe-
cial poverty alleviation programs on poor women 
and men. The safety net in nutrition once provided 
by the food subsidy was eroded in the 1980s and 
has virtually disappeared since the mid-1990s. 
The financial assistance provided to the indigent 
and to institutions that care for vulnerable groups, 
such as children, the disabled, and the elderly, is  
minuscule (Alailima 2005). Facing rising living costs, 
pensioners appear to be moving into poverty. So-
cial insurance programs for low-income workers 
are yet in their infancy. Special poverty alleviation 
programs—Janasaviya (1989–1995) and Samurdhi  
(ongoing since 1995)—are intended to minimize 
the social costs of macroeconomic reforms. The 
evidence from evaluation studies is that as mere 
appendages to conflicting macroeconomic re-
forms, the poverty alleviation programs have 
failed to reduce poverty (Gunatilaka 1999).

Increasing awareness that urban–rural dis-
parities in poverty indicators are a major barrier to 
reducing poverty has been substantiated by the 
evidence of the Central Bank of Sri Lanka’s Con-
sumer Finances and Socio Economic Survey 2003/04 
and the survey of the poorest districts by the 
Department of Census and Statistics (2006d). The 
Mahinda Chintana: Ten Year Horizon Development 
Framework underscores the fact that development 
has bypassed the rural sector and poverty groups 
and widened disparities. It promotes pro-growth, 
pro-poor policies and reducing disparities in live-
lihood opportunities and infrastructure. Some 
programs are located in the poorest administra-
tive divisions. The Gemidiriya (strengthening the 

village) program, for instance, establishes people’s 
companies with 50% representation of women 
in decision-making positions to promote growth 
and self-reliance and the capacity of the poor.

Environment 

Women have been involved in environmental 
management for centuries in their home gardens 
and neighborhoods. The role that women can and 
should play in developing and conserving the 
environment came to international and national 
attention with the UN Rio Conference in 1992 and 
its Agenda 21, which resulted from the popular-
ization of the concept of sustainable development 
articulated by the Brundtland Commission. Since 
then, environment and development have been 
linked closely. Interest in environmental issues per 
se has tended to decline, as reflected in the more 
muted deliberations at the Rio + 10 Conference 
in 2002. However, the perceived connection be-
tween environmental degradation and poverty is 
likely to keep the issues alive. The ongoing conflict 
between pro-environment and pro-development 
lobbies is also a national issue.

Besides the larger issues such as loss of bio-
diversity and global warming, national resource 
depletion and related environmental issues im-
pinge on the lives of women, particularly women in 
low-income families. Sri Lanka is reported to have 
one of the highest deforestation rates in Asia. The 
rapid loss of forest cover and soil erosion cause 
disasters, such as landslides, and create hardships 
for rural women battling for family survival in poor 
communities who are deprived of access to natural 
resources such as fuel wood, supplementary food, 
new materials for handicrafts, and herbal medicine. 
The health of forests determines the availability of 
water stored in catchment areas. The drying up of 
natural springs and overexploitation of ground-
water reduce access to water in the Dry Zone for 
domestic consumption and agriculture. The loss 
of habitats, such as wetlands, economically harms 
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women, particularly poor women, as they use the 
reeds and grasses to make handicrafts for home use 
and for sale. Fishing communities are undermined 
by coastal erosion. Loss of mangroves and lagoons 
harms men as well as women, as they are the fish-
ing grounds of small fishers (Vitarana 2000). 

It is reported that 50% of the total energy sup-
ply of the country comes from biomass, which is 
estimated to be used by 76% of households and 
industry, but there has been no policy support for 
fuel-efficient stoves to decrease the amount of fuel 
wood or biomass used in domestic cooking. These 
stoves will protect women’s health and reduce 
the time spent in searching for fuel wood. In poor 
homes with inadequate ventilation, indoor air pol-
lution caused by the inhalation of wood smoke 
from hearths endangers the health of women and 
children. The World Health Organization estimates 
that about three fourths of exposure to air pollu-
tion occurs indoors in the rural sector (50%) and in 
the urban sector (25%) (Vitarana 2000). 

The absence of landfills for disposal of gar-
bage harms urban families. Women in low-income 
urban families lack access to safe water and clean 
sanitation and are exposed to environmental 
health hazards that are exacerbated by industrial 
effluents and the pollution of canals in the city. 

Environmental projects have addressed some 
of these problems. Women are involved in putting 
some of these projects into effect, which indicates 
their potential to become more active in environ-
mental planning, decision making, and manage-
ment. Regrettably, women are rarely allowed to 
contribute to the management and conservation 
of natural resources or to consultations regarding 
projects that affect the environment.

From a gender perspective, the performance 
of the Central Environment Authority has been 
disappointing. The National Environment Action 
Plan 1998–2001 did not conceptualize a distinct 
role for women, although women’s environmen-
tal organizations have been active. Environment 
impact assessments are mandatory for approval 
of development projects. These include a social 

impact assessment. A study found that gender 
concerns had not been considered in environmen-
tal impact assessments, even in the social impact 
assessments (Vitarana 2000). A positive develop-
ment is that women have formed NGOs and com-
munity-based organizations (CBOs) to highlight 
dangers caused by deforestation and pesticide 
use and to promote organic farming. The damage 
caused to the coastal areas by the tsunami has also 
increased awareness of the need for action.

Sri Lanka has ratified a number of internation-
al conventions such as those pertaining to bio-
logical diversity, protection of the ozone layer, and 
climate change. The National Environment Action 
Plan and its successor, Caring for the Environment 
(2003–2007), sought to integrate environmental 
concerns in development projects. The Ten Year 
Horizon Development Framework (2006–2016) 
extends these concerns in specific areas. 

Gender-Based Violence

Gender-based violence remained a largely private 
issue that affected only the prestige of families un-
til the 1990s. The UN Human Rights Conference in 
Vienna in 1993, its Declaration on the Elimination 
of Violence Against Women, and the subsequent 
appointment of a UN rapporteur on the issue have 
underscored a rights-based approach to gender-
based violence. In Sri Lanka, the Women’s Charter 
of 1993, modeled on Convention on the Elimina-
tion of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW), has a specific component on the pro-
tection of women and girls against violence. The 
Gender Complaints Unit required under the char-
ter was established by the National Committee on 
Women in 2000. The Human Rights Commission is 
also a focal point for action against gender-based 
violence and the National Child Protection Author-
ity was established in 1999 with a mandate to pro-
tect and promote the rights of children. The most 
recent legislation is the Prevention of Domestic 
Violence Act 2005.
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The general perception is that there has been 
no decrease, and perhaps even an increase, in 
such violence, after the amendments to the Pe-
nal Code in 1995 and 1998 to increase penalties 
for rape and to bring within its ambit other forms 
of violence, such as incest, grave sexual abuse, 
sexual harassment, and trafficking in women. The 
perceived increase could be also because of the 
higher visibility of these issues compared with the 
tendency earlier to conceal them under the cloak 
of family honor and privacy.

Cases of rape and child abuse are reported in 
the press in numbers that reflect a high incidence. 
Sexual harassment is still apt to be trivialized by 
men, and incest, which is largely committed by 
male family members, tends to be accepted pas-
sively. Women tend to accept abuse and battering 
by their husbands because they feel they have 
nowhere to turn for help. Sexual violence has in-
creased in situations of armed conflict. A regres-
sive trend is political violence that erodes women’s 
rights and dignity. Prostitution or commercial sex 
work is a traditional occupation but overt traffick-
ing is less visible, although it could be disguised as 
employment in urban areas or overseas employ-
ment or tourism.

Sex-disaggregated comprehensive data are 
not available to assess the incidence of violence. Ad 
hoc media monitoring by NGOs has revealed the 
magnitude of the task. A recent study (Wijayatilake  
and Guneratne 2002) found that hospitals, po-
lice stations, and courts do not record sex disag-
gregated data, and that incidents of domestic 
violence are often recorded as accidents, as the 
victims hesitate to report these incidents in pub-
lic institutions and officials are insensitive to the 
issue. Efforts are being made to train health per-
sonnel and law enforcement officials to recognize 
and record incidents. Unless forms are developed 
and integrated in administrative procedures, little 
change can be expected in the situation.

Services to assist victims of violence against 
women are still ad hoc and limited and need to 
be strengthened. The Special Women’s Bureau 

and Women and Children’s Desks located in some 
police stations need strong official support and 
material and human resources. Hotlines to these 
centers are a crying need. Only four women’s or-
ganizations and NGOs sponsor crisis centers with 
minimal facilities. It is not surprising, therefore, 
that women victims, especially of domestic vio-
lence, are reluctant to seek advice as they have no 
place to find shelter and must return to live with 
their abusers. Legal aid is again limited to the State 
Legal Aid Commission; the counseling centers of 
the Ministry of Child Development and Women’s 
Empowerment (MCDWE); and a new interven-
tion, Diri Pilisarana (support for women), in a few 
districts, along with a few NGOs and lawyers, all 
offering free services. Trauma counseling for vic-
tims is even more limited in outreach. Women’s 
organizations regularly organize campaigns and 
use the media for advocacy. Donor agencies have 
supported such efforts, but the overall impact is 
minimal relative to needs. Underutilized health 
and community facilities could be used if an ad-
equate number of personnel could be trained. 
The proposed Women’s Rights Bill will hopefully 
strengthen the legal process, but the bill is still 
waiting for parliamentary approval.

Armed Conflict, Peace, and Reconciliation

Two decades of continuing armed conflict have 
almost torn apart the fabric of Sri Lankan society; 
impoverished the nation through loss of national 
revenue and defense expenditure amounting 
to 5% of the GDP, which has slowed economic 
growth; and devastated lives in over a million fami-
lies. Around 60,000 to 70,000 persons are reported 
to have been killed as a result of the civil war in 
the north, and a lesser number during the upris-
ing in the south in the late 1980s. Over 1 million 
persons have been displaced from their homes 
in the north and east and in villages in the North 
Central and Uva provinces adjoining the war zone. 
Outmigration has taken place apace. Welfare cen-
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ters in the north and east and in Puttalam district 
have been homes to displaced families for many 
years. About 200,000 internally displaced persons, 
30,000 are widows. The state is reported to have 
succeeded so far in resettling about 50% of inter-
nally displaced persons.

According to the Consumer Finances and Socio 
Economic Survey 2003/04, which, however, did not 
cover the whole Northern Province, mean income 
in the Northern and Eastern Provinces was lower 
than in the Western Province but higher than 
in Uva and Sabaragamuwa Provinces. The main 
sources of income—agriculture, fisheries, and ser-
vices—have been weakened, but income transfers 
from family members overseas—37% in the north 
and 24% in the east—have helped sustain house-
holds. Labor force participation rates were lower 
and unemployment rates were higher than else-
where in the country.

While about 65% had access to electricity (na-
tional rate: 73%), access to piped water was 11.4% 
in the north and 19.6% in the east compared with 
the national figure of 30.4%; and 14.4% in the 
north and 29.2% in the east did not have their own 
toilet facilities (national rate: 5.6%). Education par-
ticipation rates in the north and east were similar 
to those in the other provinces, but literacy rates 
were the lowest in the country (86.6%). The per-
centage of low-birth-weight babies, which is often 
linked with maternal undernutrition, was 25.7% in 
the north and east while the national average was 
18.0%. Continuing constraints to development 
were the restrictions on mobility (i.e., road access), 
fishing, lack of access to credit, and the outmigra-
tion of the more educated persons (Central Bank 
of Sri Lanka 2005).

Women in these conflict-affected areas have 
had to bear a disproportionate share of the burden 
as the survivors and caregivers of their families. 
Many of these women have been abruptly forced 
to be female heads of households, responsible for 
the welfare of their families amid deprivation and 
instability. In the welfare centers, facilities have 
been minimal and women have suffered loss of 

privacy. Communities have been disrupted; infra-
structure, such as roads, telecommunications, and 
markets, and institutions, such as schools and hos-
pitals, have been destroyed; and productive assets 
have been lost. Women have had to sustain their 
families without shelter, food, basic services, edu-
cation, and means of livelihood. The disruption of 
traditional agriculture and fishing has meant loss 
of income. All pervasive is the trauma that is the 
result of violence, including gender-based vio-
lence, as well as perceptions of vulnerability and 
powerlessness.

Similar disruption has taken place in villages 
in adjoining Anuradhapura, Polonnaruwa, and  
Moneragala districts with loss of livelihoods, 
breakdown of basic services, and fear and insecu-
rity, as seen in the survey of the most disadvan-
taged districts (Department of Census and Statis-
tics 2006d), and the assessment by ADB, United  
Nations Development Programme (UNDP), and 
World Bank (2003) of the conflict-related needs of 
these districts. In the south, widows of soldiers and 
wives of disabled soldiers have become female 
heads of household or caregivers. Communities in 
several districts in the south still bear the scars of 
the youth uprising in the late 1980s.

The peace process following the memoran-
dum of understanding between the state and 
the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) has 
provided a temporary respite from violence. While 
peace negotiations have been unsuccessful and 
the armed conflict has not ceased, rehabilitation 
has continued as envisaged in the Triple R program 
developed since 1999 for relief, rehabilitation, and 
reconciliation. The immediate tasks are the removal  
of land mines, rehabilitation of infrastructure and 
services, and resettlement or relocation of dis-
placed people in welfare centers or returnees, and, 
in the case of women, support for female heads 
of households and single parents. Multinational 
groups are engaged in needs assessment. Recon-
ciliation and promotion of national harmony, how-
ever, depend on both short-term and long-term 
programs which have not yet taken shape. 
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A needs assessment was carried out in the 
eight districts of the north and east funded by 
ADB, UNDP, and the World Bank and another in the 
four adjoining districts of Puttalam, Polonnaruwa, 
Anuradhapura, and Moneragala, funded by the 
same agencies (ADB, UNDP, World Bank, 2003). In 
addition, the National Institute of Education (NIE), 
supported by the United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF), carried out a rapid needs assessment 
of educational needs in the same eight districts 
and affected districts in bordering provinces in 
early 2003 (NIE 2003). Subsequently, the Consumer  
Finances and Socio Economic Survey 2003/04 pub-
lished data pertaining to the Eastern Province and 
parts of the Northern Province, and the Depart-
ment of Census and Statistics published socio-
economic data on 19 conflict-affected districts  
(Central Bank of Sri Lanka 2005, Department of 
Census and Statistics 2006d).

The final draft of the joint donor needs as-
sessment document pledges to take “full account 
of gender dimensions essential for equitable out-
comes.” It recognizes the key role of women as eco-
nomic actors and in social development and the 
need to mainstream gender issues “to the extent 
possible,” paying special attention to households 
headed by a single parent and the human rights 
of women affected by gender-based violence. The 
Gender Peace Committee appointed in early 2003 
is mandated to ensure that a gender perspective 
is taken into account in rehabilitation and peace 
building. 

Therefore, many activities to accelerate recon-
struction have been started. These include ongoing 
relief or immediate humanitarian assistance to the 
population—particularly those displaced within 
and outside of welfare centers (about 800,000) and 
the returnees (nearly 300,000)—providing protec-
tion, security, shelter, and access to basic services, 
food, livelihood, and psychological and social 
support; promoting resettlement or relocation; at 
the same time continuing to remove land mines. 
Especially vulnerable groups are homeless and 
abused children, women who have been thrust 

into responsibility as heads of households without 
resources, women exposed to sexual abuse, those 
disabled by land mines, and the elderly.

Priorities that have surfaced are rehabilitation 
of infrastructure such as roads, railways, posts, 
telecommunications, power, irrigation, water, and 
sanitation; the restoration of the health services; 
reconstruction of nonfunctioning hospitals and 
medical centers; and provision of adequate food to 
stem the rising incidence of undernutrition. Simi-
larly, access to education has to be ensured. The 
2003 report of the NIE estimated the dropout rate 
to be 15.8% in the compulsory school age group 
(5–14 years), and to be as high as 31.8% in Mannar 
district. It also pointed out the need to rehabilitate 
school buildings, including laboratories and librar-
ies, and provide them with water, sanitation, and 
electricity; the demand for teachers and principals; 
and the need for “catch-up” programs with special 
curricula outside of the regular school system. 
The Needs Assessment Committee emphasized 
the importance of education in peace building, 
through curricula, textbooks, and conflict resolu-
tion programs and through peace camps and ex-
change of students between the north and south.

Access to income-earning opportunities is 
crucial in these areas, including for women heads 
of households. Traditionally agriculture, irrigation, 
fisheries, and forestry have been the main sources 
of livelihood in a heavily rural population. The 
World Bank’s Sri Lanka Poverty Assessment (2007) 
has pointed out that female labor force partici-
pation rates were low, 18%, compared with the  
national figure of 33%; that the female unemploy-
ment rate was 38% while the national rate was 
12.9%; and that the new economic opportunities 
appear to be biased against women. An immedi-
ate need is to provide small loans to the poorest 
and most vulnerable, complemented by provision 
of skills and services. However, for women serving 
as economic actors, access to credit should not be 
confined to the poorest. Moreover, women should 
not be confined again to what are perceived to be 
appropriate feminine occupations, as the wartime 
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experience of women is likely to have blurred 
gender segregation in the labor market. Women 
should also be well represented in the student 
population in the proposed new institute of tech-
nology, the Hardy Institute of Technology, and in 
the new technical colleges to ensure their access 
to technical-related jobs.

Working toward reconciliation will be a con-
tinuing process through inclusive policies, con-
flict-resolution strategies and mechanisms, peace 
education programs, and the experience of ethnic 
cooperation and coexistence.

The Gender Peace Committee looks after the 
specific needs of women, such as protection from 
gender-based violence that has escalated with 
militarization, and to look beyond the immediate 
environment to eliminating gender role stereo-
types in school textbooks and ensuring equal 
representation of women in politics. It is inevitably 
women’s participation in decision making at the 
highest level and promotion of gender equality 
through education that will empower women to 
achieve genuine equality.

Women have been invisible in the political 
peace process in an exclusively male environ-
ment of political negotiations. In response to 
lobbying by women, related gender inputs have 
been sought for incorporation into rehabilitation 
programs. More significantly, a Gender Peace 
Committee was established early in 2003 com-
prising representatives of women in the South 
and the LTTE. The committee met twice and 
established a link between women in the South 
and North but its work has been interrupted by 
the official delay in the peace process and its role 
is hardly visible.  

This post-conflict program also has to include 
components for people outside the north and 
east, who also have suffered from the horror and 
turbulence of armed conflict, including

(i) The women and men in villages in 
the North Central Province and in the  
Moneragala district whose lives have 

been disrupted, infrastructure and ser-
vices damaged, and livelihoods lost, and 
who have to recover from the trauma of 
continuous violence.

(ii) The women in the refugee camps in 
Puttalam district who have had to cope 
with loss of homes and livelihoods in the 
north, and whose families have existed 
for over a decade in these camps.

(iii) The widows of those soldiers who have 
become women heads of households in 
low-income families, and the wives and 
caregivers of disabled soldiers who can 
no longer meet family needs.

The Ten Year Horizontal Development Frame-
work (2006–2016) has proposed policies to  
(i) pro tect and resettle displaced communities;  
(ii) reconstruct the economic, physical, and social 
infrastructure for sustained long-term develop-
ment in the north and east; and (iii) support vul-
nerable groups, including widows, women heads 
of households, and elders. 

Impact of the Tsunami

The tsunami that devastated about two thirds 
of the coast of Sri Lanka on 26 December 2004 
also devastated the lives of people in the coastal 
areas. The east and the north were the worst-af-
fected areas, as the disaster exacerbated the dam-
age caused by the armed conflict in these areas.  
Sri Lanka is still recovering from this unexpected 
tragedy. While generous donations and individu-
al assistance poured in, with an estimated value 
of $500 million–$600 million, the costs of losses 
and reconstruction were reported to be over  
$3 billion.

Around 40,000 persons lost their lives within 
minutes, or were missing and presumed to be dead; 
over 20,000 persons were injured; about 500,000 
persons and over 250,000 families were dis-
placed from their houses; and over 1,000 children  
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were orphaned. Thousands took refuge in schools, 
places of religious worship, and very soon af-
terwards in camps, tents, or welfare centers. The 
damage to infrastructure was extensive. Nearly 
100,000 houses were destroyed and 44,000 were 
damaged. Around 180 schools, 19 vocational 
training centers, and over 90 medical centers were 
destroyed or damaged. Roads, railway, transport, 
telecommunication, electricity supply, water sup-
ply and sanitation, and the marine and coastal 
ecosystem suffered damage.

The areas affected are among the poorest 
in the country, with about 40% living below the 
national poverty line. These families typically be-
longed to fishing communities or were engaged 
in low-skill, small-scale economic activities. The 
collapse of these activities resulted in the loss of 
about 200,000 livelihoods. Even agriculture pro-
duction was affected by high levels of soil salinity 
caused by the influx of seawater.

The state responded immediately by setting 
up special mechanisms or structures to manage 
and coordinate relief programs and subsequent-
ly rehabilitation and reconstruction. The Centre 
for National Operations located at the Presi-
dential Secretariat was followed in succession 
by the Task Force on Rebuilding the Nation, the 
Reconstruction and Development Agency, and, 
finally, the Disaster Management Centre estab-
lished by the Disaster Management Act (2005) 
within a special ministry. These operations were 
centralized, initially bypassing local government 
authorities, thereby impeding the task of meet-
ing specific local needs. A unit was set up at the 
Disaster Management Centre for children but 
not for women, despite the requests of women’s 
organization. As a result, relief and reconstruc-
tion programs did not take women’s needs into 
account.

The state provided each household with food 
rations, a SLRs200 grant per week, SLRs2,500 for 
household goods, and a SLRs5,000 grant. The UN 
and bilateral organizations (ADB, Japan Bank for 
International Cooperation, and World Bank 2005; 

ILO 2005) conducted needs assessment surveys 
and established programs to meet the multiple 
identified needs. There was an influx of interna-
tional NGOs implementing programs and local 
NGOs, including women’s organizations, meet-
ing specific needs in local communities (Alailima 
2005).

The major state services came back to normal 
and the island-wide implementation structures 
were in place very early as a result of the commit-
ment of officials and employees. The electricity 
supply was restored, roads and railways rehabili-
tated, and health services returned to normalcy. 
Students displaced from destroyed and damaged 
schools found places in evening shifts in other 
schools so that within a short time 85% of the 
affected children were back in schools, although 
many of these schools had substandard facilities. 
However, it was estimated in 2006 that incomes of 
affected households had recovered only to 68% 
of pre-tsunami levels. Critical issues were hous-
ing—as transitional housing was provided but 
permanent housing was still not available to all 
those who had been left homeless—and loss of 
livelihoods (Alailima 2006).

Sex-disaggregated data have not been avail-
able, but small-scale studies in different locations 
indicate that women suffered disproportionately 
(Jayaweera 2005, Goonesekere 2006, Abeysekera 
2006). They were not consulted and were not in-
volved in decision making, and women were criti-
cal of inequalities in the distribution of assistance 
and the dishonesty of some local officers. More 
women are reported to have died than men, par-
ticularly among elderly people.

Women, in their own lives and serving as 
family caregivers, had mixed experiences. They 
had access to maternal and child health and 
other services, although medical drugs were 
not freely available or were expensive; and edu-
cation participation rates were high. However, 
polluted water, poor sanitation, and congested 
accommodation—with minimal privacy and 
exposure to sexual abuse—made living condi-
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tions difficult. Some women displaced from 
their homes lost their land and house owner-
ship rights to men.

An immediate issue was the loss of livelihoods 
and income. While the fishing industry was assisted 
and restored, women who were engaged chiefly in 
low-skill informal employment received little sup-
port to revive their activities or to find alternative 
livelihoods. ILO and women’s organizations have 
developed programs to promote livelihoods, but 
the situation is still bleak and gender inequalities 
in the labor market are being reinforced. Loss of 
personal security has been aggravated by the loss 
of important documents and delays in the identifi-
cation and replication of these documents. Women 
have had to pursue their traditional gender roles 
of child care and other household responsibilities 
without adequate resources and support networks.

Studies also found that while assistance 
was distributed on a household basis, vulner-
able groups such as the youth, the widowed, the 
elderly, and those with disabilities tended to be 
marginalized. Young women and men did not feel 
that they received adequate assistance and feared 
uncertainty in their future. Elderly women and wid-
ows faced loss of livelihoods along with increasing 
family responsibilities, such as care of orphaned 
children. They complained that they had to stand 
long hours in line in medical centers. Interestingly, 
however, widowers were more traumatized than 
widows in their gendered helplessness, without 
their spouses to provide child care and manage 
the household. Women with disabilities found 
that the upheaval increased their social exclusion. 
Overall, both women and men endured the trauma 
of dread of the sea, an uncertain future, and fear of 
another tsunami, and they needed psychological 
and social support.

At the same time, many women did not see 
themselves as passive victims. They faced the 
onslaught of the tsunami on their families with 
courage and resilience. They played a crucial role 
in the recovery, taking over their new responsibili-
ties with skill and equanimity even as senior citi-

zens, and wished to put their experiences behind 
them and to move on to a better future. From a 
macro perspective, policies concerning land and 
problems in the implementation of assistance 
programs still require attention. Sex-disaggregat-
ed data are incomplete. However, the unexpected 
tsunami experience and recovery could lead to 
the establishment of an early warning system and 
to multi-based risk reduction in the country.

Sociocultural Constraints

Underpinning the development trends that have 
been reviewed, including policy orientation and 
indicators of progress, are the sociocultural norms 
and concomitant practices, and in particular the 
social construction of gender, that tend to shape 
the experiences of women. Agents of socialization,  
such as the family, society at large, education, and 
the media, transfer gender role assumptions and 
gender relations across generations. However, 
gender roles and relations are not static, the pace 
of economic and social development is uneven, 
and women are not a homogeneous group. 
Hence, the sociocultural constraints that impinge 
on the lives of women and men in Sri Lanka are 
both positive and negative.

Gender role stereotypes embedded in the 
perceptions of policy makers, administrators, and 
employers and internalized by women and men 
were seen in the review to be reflected in social 
and economic policies and programs and political 
participation. Women have been disadvantaged 
by perceptions of men as naturally suited to 
be breadwinners, producers, and community  
leaders and by the normative relegation of women 
to reproduction, dependency, and subordination. 
Patriarchal values are pervasive but less oppres-
sive than in classic patriarchal relations because 
the traditional Sri Lankan society includes some 
egalitarian features. Nevertheless, gender rela-
tions in the family, the workplace, and society are 
often unequal.
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Development trends mirror both change and 
continuity in gender roles and relations. Gender 
role stereotypes influence the aspirations of wom-
en in relation to vocational secondary and tertiary 
education programs and even behavioral out-
comes of education. Occupational health receives 
low priority relative to programs that support the 
reproductive role of women.

Microlevel studies of the impact of macro-
economic changes on gender roles and relations 
(Jayaweera and Sanmugam 2001b) pointed to this 
juxtaposition of change and resistance. Women’s 
economic roles have extended as a consequence 
of their rising educational attainments, the de-
mands of the labor market, and rising costs of 
living. However, the inequitable gender division 
of household labor has not changed significantly, 
although there is evidence of sharing in some 
dual-earner families. Women who work outside 
the home or earn independent cash incomes have 
achieved some economic empowerment, whether 
they are professionals, factory workers, or overseas 
domestic laborers. More men still have control of 
traditional assets, such as land and housing, but 
these working women control their income and 
the assets they create, such as independent bank 
accounts.

Physical mobility has increased, as seen in 
the decision of women to migrate overseas for 
employment. Joint decision making appears to 
prevail in many families, whether or not women 

are employed or confined to the home. Economic 
empowerment has contributed to more equitable 
gender relations in the family and society. Families 
appear to have less control over the selection of 
spouses by daughters. Dowries have been over-
shadowed by income from employment. Sri Lanka 
is virtually free of dowry deaths, feticide, infanti-
cide, and neglect of the girl child. Where son pref-
erence exists, it is largely associated with concern 
for the perpetuation of the family name or direct 
line of descendants.

However, concepts of “purity” and concomitant  
double standards have survived in the inci dence  
of the iniquitous and unscientific “virginity test” 
that is accepted among many educated women 
and men. Male dominance, control of female sexu-
ality, and perceptions of women as man’s property 
are reflected in domestic violence and other forms 
of gender-based violence, such as rape, incest, and 
sexual harassment.

Overall, the subservience of most women has 
declined with education and employment, but 
gendered norms still hinder women, and even 
many educated employed women with resources 
do not challenge oppressive social practices that 
negate their personhood and individual worth. 
More gender-sensitive development policies in all 
sectors are clearly required to accelerate the real-
ization of human rights and dignity and gender 
equality.
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Policies and Programs

National Policies and Programs

The year 2004 marked a shift in national policy 
with the change of government that terminated 
the “Regaining Sri Lanka” national policy. The elec-
tion of a new president in late 2005 confirmed this 
change with the “pro-poor, pro-growth” policy em-
bodied in the concept paper Mahinda Chintana.

The Ten Year Horizon Development Frame-
work 2006–2016, prepared by the Department of 
National Planning, provides perspectives for the 
formulation and implementation of action plans 
by the various units of government, chiefly the line 
ministries. It is grounded firmly in the realization 
that economic growth in Sri Lanka has bypassed 
the rural sector and the poor, and has increased 
socioeconomic and regional disparities. Its pri-
mary goal is equitable distribution of the fruits of 
growth, with special emphasis on disadvantaged 
geographical locations, along with the reduction 
of the incidence of poverty of about 23% and dis-
parities between districts, and a shift away from 
the concentration of growth in and about the 
capital city, Colombo.

Studies have highlighted these disparities, 
and concerns have been crystallized in the evi-
dence in the Report of the Consumer Finances and 
Socio Economic Survey 2003/04 (Central Bank of Sri 
Lanka 2005). The study of the Socio Economic Indi-
cators for the 100 poorest administrative divisions 
in the country and 19 conflict-affected divisions, a 

study prepared by the Department of Census and 
Statistics (2006d) underscores the stark realities of 
poverty and disadvantage. It is noteworthy that 
some programs in the Ten Year Horizon Develop-
ment Framework are initially located in these dis-
advantaged divisions. This document, therefore, 
supersedes the poverty reduction strategy that 
was developed over about 10 years, changing un-
der different governments.

The development framework covers all sec-
tors, incorporating the plans prepared by line 
ministries. One of the framework’s policy direc-
tions is the promotion of foreign and local invest-
ment for growth as well as identification of new 
growth areas in agriculture to increase the income 
of small farmers. Another is a shift from the earlier 
policy of bias toward large-scale industries by of-
fering incentives to those engaged in small and 
medium-sized industries, microenterprises and 
self-employment, to provide livelihoods, particu-
larly in the rural areas. Yet another emphasis is the 
development of infrastructure, such as electrical 
supply, telecommunication services, drinking 
water and sanitation, access roads, markets, agri-
cultural services, and well-equipped schools and 
health facilities in disadvantaged locations, par-
ticularly in the rural areas. For instance, the Maga 
Naguma (upgrading roads) Programme concen-
trates on rural access roads, which will help reduce 
the isolation and the social exclusion of remote 
locations. The Gama Neguma (village upliftment) 



40

Co
un

tr
y 

G
en

de
r A

ss
es

sm
en

t—
Sr

i L
an

ka

Programme initiated in 2006 seeks to implement 
village development plans formulated with the 
participation of the rural communities. Under the 
Gemidiriya Programme, people’s companies have 
been formed in 535 villages in 33 divisions in three 
provinces in 2006 to revitalize the rural economy 
and increase incomes.

Some sector plans have considered gender 
issues, as seen in the efforts to reduce the gender 
inequalities that are rooted in the labor market. 
The expansion of job opportunities includes pro-
vision of quality jobs for women; the emphasis on 
small-scale enterprises and the encouragement of 
microentrepreneurs will support women in low-
income families who form most informal workers; 
and increasing access to basic infrastructure in 
rural areas will assist rural women who have ar-
ticulated this gap as a reason for their continuing 
poverty.

Reducing gender imbalances in enrollment in 
vocational training institutions is one of the objec-
tives of the policies of the Ministry for Vocational 
Training. In the Gemidiriya Programme, 50% of 
members of the people’s companies are required 
to be women to empower them by their active 
participation in decision making.

Startlingly, the Development Framework 
omits any participation by government units 
responsible for women’s affairs, particularly the 
Ministry of Child Development and Women’s Em-
powerment (MCDWE). Neither does it mention 
some elements of the National Plan of Action for 
Women developed since the Fourth World Confer-
ence on Women in Beijing in 1995 and revised in 
2006–2007. This gap is especially unfortunate be-
cause the document includes the plans of virtually 
all other line ministries, and because gender must 
be recognized and accepted as a cross-cutting is-
sue in national planning.

This document also fails to mention the 
main provisions of the National Plan of Action 
for the Children of Sri Lanka (2005–2008), which 
was launched officially in 2004. The Ministry of 
Education has adopted a sector-wide approach 

in the Education Sector Development Framework 
Programme, incorporated in the Ten Year Horizon 
Development Framework, but it lacks a clear gen-
der perspective on the assumption that gender 
equality has been achieved through education.

The government has endorsed a recent 
policy initiative supported by the International 
Labour Organization (ILO)—the National Policy 
for Decent Work and its National Plan of Action for 
Decent Work. The plan has four components that 
are likely to benefit women—jobs of acceptable 
quality, rights at work according to international 
labor standards, participatory social dialogue, and 
adequate social protection for the unemployed, 
the sick, and the elderly.

International Commitments

Millennium Development Goals. Sri Lanka 
endorsed the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) presented by the United Nations (UN) at 
the Millennium Summit in 2000 and amendments 
in the Outcome Document of 2005. The Sri Lanka 
National Report on the Millennium Development 
Goals in 2005 was gender blind in its initial draft. 
The final report includes inputs requested from 
the Centre for Women’s Research (CENWOR) under 
Goal 3: Gender Equality and the Empowerment 
of Women. Gender, however, is not perceived 
as a cross-cutting issue to be incorporated in 
the other seven goals also and is conspicuously 
missing in these sections. At the request of the  
National Council for Economic Development and 
the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP), the CENWOR has prepared a baseline 
document on the gender dimensions of the MDGs 
and identified policy perspectives. This document, 
which has been published with assistance from 
UNDP, expands Goal 3 beyond parity in literacy 
and education to the many indicators of gen-
der equality and empowerment and examines 
the gender dimensions of the other seven goals  
(CENWOR 2006b, 2006c).
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Another concern this document addresses is 
the restriction of the MDGs to the original indica-
tors and targets, as Sri Lanka has advanced be-
yond, for instance, the education and child health 
targets. The Outcome Document provides for flex-
ibility for states to adjust goals to meet national 
needs. It is important that the national focal points 
for the MDGs, amends for instance, Goal 2 from 
universal primary education to universal primary 
and junior secondary education or basic education 
in conformity with Sri Lanka’s compulsory educa-
tion legislation for the 5–14 age group.

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW).  
Sri Lanka’s combined Third and Fourth Reports on 
CEDAW were presented and discussed at the meet-
ing of the UN Monitoring Committee in New York in 
January 2002. Both the state and nongovernment 
organization (NGO) shadow reports reviewed in 
detail the situation of women in Sri Lanka under 
the provisions of each article of CEDAW, pointing 
out progress as well as gaps and related problems 
pertaining to the fulfillment of the legal, political, 
social, and economic rights of women.

The Monitoring Committee in its Concluding 
Comments urged the state to take concrete action 
in the following areas:

(i) discriminatory laws of the Muslim com-
munity;

(ii) the absence of domestic violence legis-
lation (introduced since then in 2005);

(iii) delay in amending discriminatory pro-
visions in the Land Development Ordi-
nance;

(iv) non-application of the constitutional 
guarantee of fundamental rights to the 
non-state sector (which the new Consti-
tution is expected to address);

(v) ratification of the Optional Protocol (rati-
fied subsequently);

(vi) legislation on abortion;
(vii) delay in introducing the Bill to establish 

the National Commission on Women 

and in implementing the National Plan 
of Action for Women;

(viii) low level of participation of women 
in political office, in engineering and 
technology-related education, and in 
economic participation and the gender 
role stereotyping that underlies the situ-
ation;

(ix) the working conditions of migrant wom-
en workers;

(x) the situation of female heads of house-
hold; and

(xi) the need for programs allocating land to 
women in families displaced by conflict.

A few of these issues have been resolved 
since 2002. Currently, Sri Lanka is preparing the 
Fifth and Sixth Reports, taking these comments 
also into consideration. These reports were ex-
pected to be discussed by the Monitoring Com-
mittee in 2009.

Education for All 

Sri Lanka endorsed the “Education for All” goals 
at the UN meetings on this program at Jomtien 
in 1990 and Dakar in 2000, and developed action 
plans to achieve the 18 indicators. Most of these 
indicators are gender neutral, but the 18th indica-
tor is gender parity in literacy. The Education for 
All Dakar Framework for Action 2000 has as one of 
its goals “eliminating gender disparities in primary 
and secondary education by 2005 and achieving 
gender equality in education by 2015.” 

Women’s Affairs in Government Planning

Women’s affairs continue to be marginalized in 
government planning despite the rhetoric of the 
annual International Women’s Year celebrations. 
Efforts to convert the National Committee of 
Women into an independent National Commis-
sion for Women as envisaged under the Women’s 
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Charter of Sri Lanka 1993 have been stymied 
again because of lack of policy commitment. The 
Women’s Rights Bill has been waiting for approval 
by Parliament since 2002 and is currently invisible 
in the policy and legal scene. The National Plan of 
Action for women, developed in the 1990s, was 
revised in 2006–2007, but as happened when it 
was first developed, it has been overlooked in the 
preparation of the current National Development 
Framework, and it has been left to the different 
sectors to incorporate or ignore gender-specific 
targets and strategies.

The Minister of Women’s Affairs, which from 
the creation of the ministry in 1983 was also 
responsible for another sector, such as health, 
transport, or social services, is now in charge 
also of the development and welfare of children. 
When the Ministry of Women’s Affairs did not 
have to share responsibility for another area, its 
status within the government did not apprecia-
bly rise. Its gender focal points in line ministries 
are transient by virtue of their transferable terms 
of service. Provincial governments have min-
istries responsible for women’s affairs (among 
other functions) that also operate through 
divisional secretariats, thereby creating some 
confusion. The absence of a gender desk to as-
sist the post-tsunami recovery and the exclusion 
of officials responsible for women’s affairs from 
setting policy shows that gender mainstreaming 
is yet a distant goal throughout the government. 
Internationally and regionally, government of-
ficials responsible for women’s affairs were not 
represented at the Asian Regional Conference in 
2004 preparatory to the Beijing +10 meeting in 
2005, and Sri Lanka was represented for the first 
time by a single official at the main meeting in 
New York in 2005. 

The MCDWE and the National Committee on 
Women (currently its appendage) implement pro-
grams to advance the interests of women, but the 
weakness of women’s affairs in the power struc-
ture is unlikely to change without strong policy 
commitments and structural reforms.

Gender Peace Committee

As an outcome of lobbying by women’s groups 
in the south, the subcommittee on gender issues 
pertaining to the conflict, known as the Gender 
Peace Committee, was appointed in 2003 with 
the agreement of the government and the Libera-
tion Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) to promote the 
participation of women in negotiations and post-
conflict situations. The committee comprised five 
members from the south and five members from 
the LTTE. Its function was to incorporate a gender 
perspective in all aspects of peace making, peace 
building, rehabilitation, and reconstruction. The 
committee met twice in 2003 but has since been 
dormant after the stalling of peace negotiations.

Nongovernment Organizations

These organizations include women’s organiza-
tions; NGOs that are involved in women’s pro-
grams among a range of programs; and commu-
nity-based organizations focusing exclusively on 
women’s concerns, or on all community-related 
issues, including gender issues. There is no recent 
inventory of such organizations, but over 3,000 are 
active in different parts of the country. Some have 
their special concerns—research, information, me-
dia, mobilization, support for victims of violence, 
promotion of economic activities, health, the envi-
ronment, and peace and rehabilitation in conflict 
areas—while others meet the needs of women in 
particular communities. The Sri Lanka Women’s 
Conference, the Mother’s and Daughter’s of Lanka, 
and the Sri Lanka Women’s NGO Forum are exam-
ples of umbrella organizations of women’s NGOs.

There is no distinct “women’s movement” with 
high visibility, but women express solidarity by 
collaborating on specific issues such as represen-
tation at international and regional conferences; 
the preparation of the shadow report to the UN 
CEDAW Monitoring Committee; the preparation 
and dissemination of the Women’s Manifesto by 
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the Women’s Political Forum and other women’s 
organizations on the eve of general elections; the 
organization of a rally and activities for Interna-
tional Women’s Day each year, spearheaded by 
the Sri Lanka Women’s NGO Forum; and lobbying 
on issues such as violence against women, politi-
cal participation, migrant workers, and the peace 
process. In response to the tsunami crisis, women’s 
organizations increased their activities and new 
networks and organizations were created. The 
Coalition for Assisting Tsunami Affected Women, 
comprising existing women’s networks and indi-
vidual local women’s organizations, was set up in 
January 2005 to implement specific projects for 
tsunami-affected women and was closed in Sep-
tember 2006. These initiatives made intensive and 
varied contributions to assist tsunami-affected 
women and their families to recover from their 
losses and trauma. 

International NGOs are also active. The World 
University Service, Canada, for instance, has an ex-
tensive program in nine districts in the south, east, 
and north in nontraditional vocational training for 
young women. Other international NGOs with ex-
tensive programs that support women are Oxfam 
and CARE International. 

Donor Agencies

Donor agencies have supported women’s pro-
grams since the mid-1970s and the UN Interna-
tional Decade for Women. Since the 1990s, these 
agencies have tended to focus on specific areas 
of activity. The following list is not exhaustive but 
indicative of donors’ interests.

UN agencies have their own mandates. ILO 
supports programs on skills training, including 
in the north and east; entrepreneurship training 
for women; trade union attitudes; sexual harass-
ment in the workplace; and combating child labor.  
The UN Population Fund (UNFPA) supports pro-
grams on gender and reproductive health, and 
seeks to promote the involvement of men in 

reproductive health, underscoring male responsi-
bility and responsible sexual behavior. The World 
Food Programme provides fortified blended foods 
to improve the nutritional status of mothers and 
children and “food-for-work” programs. An exam-
ple of the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) activities 
is support of programs to combat gender-based 
violence. UN agencies have collaborated to de-
velop the UN Development Assistance Framework 
to guide their activities. 

ADB considers gender as a cross-cutting issue 
and has underscored the need to pay adequate 
consideration in designing projects to the con-
straints and needs of women. Gender inequality in 
the labor market has been considered a priority in 
view of the relatively higher unemployment rates 
of women and their lower earnings. Hence, ADB 
has funded a gender-sensitive skills development 
project that also promotes technical and voca-
tional training programs for women and micro-
credit and small enterprise programs that require 
that about 60% of the participants be women. The 
new Technical Education Project assists women to 
achieve upward mobility in technical fields. The 
rural regional development programs that have 
been funded have also promoted small-scale 
self-employment. Women have been involved in 
the environment-related projects that ADB has 
supported, such as in forestry, coastal, and water  
resource development. Infrastructure projects, 
particularly road networks outside the metro-
politan cities, have increased the access of women 
in marginalized communities to services. ADB- 
funded education projects are not gender differen-
tiated. They promote the access of girls to senior 
secondary science education and to information 
and communication technology (ICT), areas in 
which women are underrepresented. 

Among the bilateral organizations, the Cana-
dian International Development Agency has sup-
ported, under the umbrella of its Shakthi Gender 
Equity Programme, several NGOs and women’s 
organizations engaged in three areas:
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(i) violence against women,
(ii) women in the labor market and in ICT, 

and
(iii) participation of women in decision  

making. 

The agency is very active in the Gender-Based 
Violence Forum convened by the United Nations 
Fund for Population Activities and has supported 
the preparation of a Women’s Manifesto on the 
eve of general elections and the revision of the 
National Action Plan for Women. Its most recent 
project, Women Defining Peace, centers on gen-
der-based violence, peace, and post-tsunami re-
construction. 

NORAD (Norwegian Agency for Develop-
ment Cooperation), which for over two decades 
was the main supporter of the line ministry for 
women’s affairs, now the MCDWE that includes 
the Women’s Bureau, and other women’s organi - 
zations, has been interested chiefly in rehabilita-
tion programs in conflict-affected areas; in the pro-
motion of peace, reconciliation, ethnic harmony, 
human rights, and democracy; and in economic 
development programs. The Asia Foundation has 

supported programs on human rights and promo-
tion of legal literacy and strengthening women’s 
advocacy on rights issues. HIVOS (Humanistisch 
Instituut voor Ontwikkelingssamenwerking), 
Netherlands, provides much-needed institutional 
support to about 20 NGOs, of which 9 are exclu-
sively women’s organizations. It also funds activi-
ties by these organizations in areas as law reform, 
research, credit and savings, rural development, 
agriculture, environment, plantation women, 
crisis centers, capacity building, mobilization of 
women, peace building, and networking. GTZ 
(German Technical Foundation) provides technical 
assistance to and promotes women’s economic 
activities and vocational training and fosters social 
cohesion. SWISSContact (Swiss Foundation for 
Technical Cooperation) also supports nontradi-
tional vocational training. Other donors, too, are 
involved, on a lesser scale of operations. 

Donor support has made it possible for non-
government, community-based, and women’s 
organizations to help strengthen women’s rights 
and their perceptions of their rights and to im-
prove their life chances and quality of life.
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C h a p t e r  3 .

Gender Issues Relevant to  
ADB Operations

Gender Issues in Sri Lanka’s Development 
Context

The overview of the situation of women in  
Sri Lanka raised several issues that are relevant to 
development programs. Many of these develop-
ment programs affect women and men differently, 
and socioeconomic background and gender com-
bine to increase the vulnerability of women in low-
income families to adverse trends in development.

Women have benefited from education and 
health policies and programs, but even in these 
sectors they are often unable to develop their full 
potential. Gaps and disparities in the provision 
of educational facilities restrict their access to 
senior secondary science education and tertiary 
education. Their education is hindered by poor 
infrastructure and educational environments, but 
gender role stereotypes impose additional ob-
stacles on their aspirations and options. Relatively 
few women enroll in technical-related programs 
in secondary and tertiary institutions, leaving 
most women with a narrow range of skills that 
disadvantage them in the labor market, although  
current policy directives are intended to reduce dis-
parities. Another issue that has emerged recently 
is the wide gender digital divide and urban–rural 
polarization in the burgeoning field of information 
and communication technology (ICT).

In the health sector, the poor quality of infra-
structure and services in the periphery and the 

rising costs of drugs harm women in low-income 
families suffering from communicable and degen-
erative diseases. Poverty and maternal undernutri-
tion are clearly related. While maternal and child 
health services are extensive, women suffer from 
lack of supportive programs in different phases 
of their life cycle—as adolescent girls, working 
women exposed to occupational health hazards, 
and elderly poor women in need of geriatric care. 
The relatively high morbidity among the poor is 
caused, among other things, by lack of access to 
safe drinking water and sanitation, and exposure 
to pollution because of lack of proper disposal of 
garbage and industrial effluents and other forms 
of environmental degradation.

A major area of gender discrimination and 
disadvantage was seen to be the labor market. 
Female unemployment rates have been at least 
double those of males since the 1970s, and fe-
male labor force participation rates have declined 
because of their greater vulnerability to global  
economic recessions and policies, such as the 
termination of the Multi Fibre Agreement, and 
national macroeconomic policies. Women make a 
crucial contribution to the economy, but most of 
them are trapped in low-skill, low-income jobs and 
poor working conditions in response to labor mar-
ket demand for low-cost female labor in industry 
and services, and the expanding use of casual labor 
and piece-rate workers. In agriculture, women are 
chiefly unpaid family workers. Self-employment  
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and microcredit programs that do not give  
women access to skills, technology, and markets 
have perpetuated their poverty. Socioeconomic 
differentiation also strongly influences women’s 
life chances. Some women in families with re-
sources are able to access high-level employment, 
including in fields expanding in the globalized 
economy, or become profitable entrepreneurs. 
Meanwhile, women in low-income families, even 
those with secondary or university education, 
lack opportunities to upgrade their skills and 
achieve upward occupational mobility. The most 
disadvantaged are the women who live in isolated 
communities without access to roads, electricity, 
and services and markets.

Among the particularly vulnerable groups are 
women in conflict-affected areas, women affected 
by the tsunami, female heads of households in 
poverty groups, and elderly poor women. Women’s  
rights underpin gender equality and empower-
ment—rights to assets, resources, knowledge, 
skills, services, and human dignity and person-
hood. Violations of these rights have resulted in 
gender discrimination and, in its virulent form, 
in gender-based violence in the family, the work-
place, and the public domain. The social construc-
tion of gender distorts perceptions of gender roles 
and relations, and undermines the equal partici-
pation of women in the development process.

ADB Operational Strategy in Sri Lanka

ADB shifted to a sector development approach in 
the 1990s, and the locations of projects have been 
shifting out of Colombo and the Western Province 
to other provinces and to the rural sector. 

The areas in which ADB has financed programs 
cover many sectors. Major areas have been

(i) agriculture, plantations, and aquatic re-
sources; 

(ii) small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs);
(iii) rural finance sector development and 

microcredit;

(iv) human resources development;
(v) secondary, vocational, and tertiary dis-

tance education; 
(vi) development of social infrastructure—

water supply and sanitation and urban 
development; 

(vii) development of economic infrastruc-
ture—energy and transport;

(viii) natural resources management; and
(ix) relief and rehabilitation in the north and 

east. 

Gender Issues in ADB Programs

Gender, like poverty and conflict, is a cross- 
cutting issue, and ADB has increasingly under-
stood the importance of incorporating gender  
issues in its projects. Gender mainstreaming as 
well as the constraints of poor women has become 
increasingly major issues. A position for a gender 
specialist has been created in the Colombo Resi-
dent Mission. The visibility of gender issues in ADB 
programs varies from a stance of neutrality to a 
high degree of sensitivity. Juxtaposing the issues 
that surfaced from the overview of the situation 
of women as already outlined in this section and 
the parameters of many ongoing and planned 
ADB-funded projects outlined below, it is possible 
to identify gender perspectives and areas of inter-
vention in different sectors in consonance with the 
objectives of promoting gender mainstreaming in 
development programs as well as the empower-
ment of women. 

Agriculture and Rural Development

Dissatisfied with the contribution of integrated 
rural development programs over two decades 
to economic growth and rural regeneration and 
reducing poverty, the government embarked on 
rural economic advancement programs, to pro-
mote entrepreneurship and private sector–led 
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growth in the provinces. The Southern Province 
Rural Economic Advancement Project, supported 
by ADB, followed its earlier rural development 
projects in the provinces, but was the first in the 
mold of the rural economic advancement pro-
grams. It was intended to promote private sector 
investment in agriculture. The project sought to 
encourage public and private sector partnership 
in expanding micro, small, and medium-sized en-
terprises, upgrade rural economic infrastructure, 
and strengthen state implementing agencies and 
other participants. Its chief activities were provid-
ing enterprise development services through the 
Southern Provincial Council and providing a credit 
line through the National Development Bank via 
selected financing institutions. The Southern Prov-
ince has the highest youth unemployment rate in 
the country and has a high incidence of poverty. 
The solution sought was to commercialize subsis-
tence agriculture to increase incomes.

The project documentation is gender sensi-
tive, as it recognizes women’s active participation 
in microenterprises without adequate returns. 
Hence women are to receive adequate credit and 
other support to move on from micro to small 
and medium-sized enterprises. Gender awareness 
programs are to be conducted for service provid-
ers, banks, and women to help women overcome 
sociocultural constraints that perpetuate their 
marginalization and poverty in the rural economy. 
Women can advance if they are able to access the 
private sector services and credit envisaged in the 
project. As this is an ongoing project, an economic 
and gender analysis of the project’s achievements 
should be made in the completion report.

Plantation Development

Another area of ADB intervention in agricultural 
development has been the assistance provided 
to the plantation sector. As the state moved to 
privatize the management of the estates through 
regional plantation companies, this project sought 

to provide credit to assist these companies to de-
velop environmental sustainability, strengthen in-
stitutions, and improve the living environment of 
workers. The project is gender neutral in its stance 
but its concern with improving living conditions is 
positive for women, as 

(i) Studies have indicated that workers on 
privatized estates perceive that the com-
panies show less concern for their living 
conditions than the state institutions 
that managed the estates earlier, as their 
profit motive is stronger.

(ii) Women workers are at least half the 
plantation labor force and are likely to 
benefit from the improvement of their 
quarters and access to water, sanita-
tion, and roads, as women have almost 
exclusive responsibility for domestic 
chores and family welfare in their 
households.

Small and Medium Enterprises Project

This project closed in 2006. It sought to strengthen 
the SME sector and to expand the number of avail-
able jobs by providing access to SMEs to commer-
cial credit and information technology (IT). It also 
focused on policy reforms. The project sought also 
to promote gender equality and poverty reduc-
tion by preferentially providing loans to women 
entrepreneurs and in regions with higher levels of 
poverty.

Women in the informal sector are concentrat-
ed in microenterprises, which are largely low-skill, 
low-income economic activities that perpetuate 
poverty. Most of these women lack the capacity to 
accept loans under the SME scheme. Perhaps for 
this reason, the target for women entrepreneurs 
accessing loans was limited to at least 10%. A 
gender analysis of potential beneficiaries would 
usefully contribute to the formulation of credit-
related programs.
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Rural Finance Sector Development Programme. 
The project targets the development of microen-
terprises, in which many women in low-income 
families are engaged. The project is situated in the 
real environment of women who are trapped in 
poverty. They include the poorest, who are usually 
participants in group-guaranteed loans provided 
by nongovernment organizations (NGOs), and 
also women affected by armed conflict and even 
returnee migrant workers in need of support to 
generate income. The project aims to strengthen 
rural finance institutions such as rural cooperative 
banks, National Savings Bank branches, thrift and 
credit cooperatives, and Samurdhi (poverty al-
leviation program) banks; and to provide a credit 
line to these institutions to make loans available to 
microentrepreneurs. The women are also to have 
access to skills, technology, and markets. Commu-
nity-based projects will have women participants 
and gender awareness, and training and collection 
of sex-disaggregated data are proposed to ensure 
effective outcomes. However, its success depends 
on the capacity of the rural finance institutions to 
meet the needs of the poor.

Education and Training. ADB has been involved 
in education in Sri Lanka for over two decades. Its 
current support for the expansion and develop-
ment of senior secondary education, vocational 
education, and tertiary distance education is con-
sonant with the niche which ADB has created in 
education.

There is no overt support for incorporating 
gender concerns in general education, largely be-
cause the existence of gender equality in general 
education is widely accepted. Nevertheless, the 
participation of girls in senior secondary science 
education is low compared with that in other fields 
of education, and dropout rates of both women 
and men increase sharply in senior secondary 
schools. The Secondary Education Modernisation 
Projects I and II meet these specific needs. The 
support given to girls and boys in low-income 
families to pursue their education in grades 10–13 

reduces school dropout rates between 15 and 18 
years of age. Construction of science laboratories 
in schools lacking such facilities will enable more 
girls in senior secondary schools to enroll in sci-
ence education programs.

The gender digital divide in IT restricts the 
life chances of girls and women in this burgeon-
ing field. The establishment under this program 
in secondary schools of computer learning 
centers, to which girls have equal access with 
boys, is a significant step in reducing the gender 
gap. Curriculum reforms have been postponed, 
but a gap in this project is the absence of edu-
cational materials that promote gender equal-
ity and the empowerment of women in place of 
gen der-stereotyped—materials that reinforce  
inequa lities.

Gender imbalances in enrollment in tech-
nical and vocational programs have restricted 
the employment opportunities of women and 
exacerbated the inability of the educational sys-
tem to develop the skills of school dropouts. The 
ADB Skills Development Project has introduced 
dynamism and coherence into this area with the 
development of a competency-based national 
vocational qualification system and an accredita-
tion system. Further, the project seeks to reduce 
gender imbalances in vocational and technical 
education and has stipulated that about 60% of 
participants in entrepreneurship programs should 
be women. For the first time in formal vocational 
training, assistance is given to school dropouts to 
meet labor market needs. The new technical edu-
cation projects reflect the same gender sensitivity 
and are likely to help women achieve upward oc-
cupational mobility in technology-related fields. 
However, project objectives alone cannot counter 
negative-gendered norms, and specific programs 
are necessary to motivate women who have inter-
nalized these norms to enroll in technical courses 
and to encourage trainers to accept them on equal 
terms with men.

The Distance Education Modernisation Proj-
ect extends opportunities for women and men to 
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access universities and other tertiary educational 
institutions to acquire higher levels of knowledge 
and skills through online learning in regional or 
local centers on in their homes. Many potential 
students, particularly in low-income families, can-
not afford computer equipment. Grants to acquire 
such equipment will assist women obtain a wider 
range of skills. 

Environment. The emphasis of ADB on natural 
resource management is reflected in, for instance, 
three projects:

•	 	Coastal	Resource	Management	Project,	
•	 	Protected	Area	Management	and	Wild	Life

Conservation Project, and
•	 Upper	Watershed	Management	Project.

The first project seeks to minimize the poten-
tial damage caused by coastal erosion, stabilize the 
coastal line, and promote sustained management 
and development of coastal fisheries resources. 
The second seeks to strengthen the Department 
of Wild Life Conservation and strengthen the man-
agement of seven pilot protected areas. The third 
project, which was completed in 2006, sought to 
reduce land and forest degradation and poverty 
by increasing forest cover and crop productivity in 
cultivated land.

All three projects have relied on local com-
munities and community organizations for coastal 
environment resource management, fisheries re-
sources management, development of community 
plans for protected areas, and expansion of forest 
cover and agricultural productivity in the vicinity of 
watersheds. These projects have given important 
roles to social mobilizers and provided funding to 
community organizations to put them into effect.

The first and second projects, which are ongo-
ing, were designed to ensure the participation of 
women, while the third project did not take gender 
into account. The gender analysis in the first two 
projects presents women in fishing communities 
and in buffer zones near protected areas as being 

domesticated. The fisheries project emphasizes 
involving women in the community coordination 
committees but also directs them to alternative 
livelihoods instead of fishing to increase family in-
comes. The protected areas project proposal men-
tions that lack of income-earning opportunities is 
driving women to seek employment as domestic 
laborers in the Middle East, but offers no counter-
strategy and leaves it to NGOs and community-
based organizations (CBOs) to address gender 
issues through small-scale planning.

The completion report of the Upper Water-
shed Management Project offers some insights. 
Failure to plan for women’s participation did not 
reduce their participation, as most members of 
CBOs involved in project activities, such as home 
gardens, were women, and half the social mobiliz-
ers were also women. However, at the end of the 
project, men still managed the finances provided 
by the project, and women were excluded from 
decision-making positions. Therefore, CBOs can-
not be relied on to involve women in planning and 
implementing programs or in identifying alterna-
tive livelihoods that will improve women’s status 
unless the project makes specific interventions, 
such as providing gender sensitization and requir-
ing 50% participation of women in decision-mak-
ing positions.

Infrastructure Development

Water Supply and Sanitation. Unlike the gen-
der-blind First and Second Water Supply and 
Sanitation Projects in the 1990s, the Third Water 
Supply and Sanitation project in six districts 
recognizes that women are the main collectors 
and users of water and envisages that 50% of 
the participants in project activities be women. 
To ensure gender equity in decision making, the 
project supported the involvement of women in 
the operation, maintenance, and management of 
community water supply schemes, and in leader-
ship roles in CBOs.
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The Secondary Towns and Rural Community 
Based Water Supply and Sanitation Project pro-
poses to supply piped water to major urban cen-
ters as well as to rural areas. Among its expected 
benefits are that women and young girls will 
have to spend less time carrying water from long 
distances. Project beneficiaries are to be from 
divisions that have high poverty rates and lack 
a water supply but are willing to contribute 20% 
of the investment costs. Rainwater harvesting is 
proposed, with CBOs contributing unskilled labor 
or 20% of construction costs. Women should be 
20% of those trained to be water system opera-
tors. The target set for the active participation of 
women appears to be too low to achieve gender 
equality or empowerment of women. 

Southern Transport Development Project. This 
project has taken the initiative of commissioning 
a consultant to identify gender-specific concerns 
that the project should address. Inevitably, re-
settlement of those displaced from their homes 
by the project has denied them access to a range 
of facilities they had enjoyed and even the basic 
rights to water. Livelihoods have been lost, par-
ticularly by women who were usually engaged 
in food processing, sewing, home gardening, or 
running a small business, because they can no 
longer readily access markets. Living standards 
have deteriorated with loss of income, and per-
sonal security and supportive social networks 
have disappeared. Economic benefits have been 
in the form of land and compensation packages. 
The recommendations made in the report to ad-
dress these concerns are inadequate from a gen-
der perspective.

Conflict-Affected Areas

ADB has supported projects in conflict-affected 
areas—the North East Community Restoration 
and Development project (NECORD), its Exten-
sion Project and NECORD II, and the Conflict- 

Affected Area Rehabilitation Project. These projects  
have sought to improve the well-being of these 
displaced families by providing housing and ac-
cess to basic services; constructing large-scale 
and community infrastructure facilities in health, 
education, roads, electricity, water, and sanitation; 
and restoring livelihoods with the collaboration of 
NGOs. All these projects encourage participation 
by the community to promote a sense of owner-
ship of programs.

Since 2002, these projects have become 
steadily more gender sensitive. NECORD took 
a gender-blind stance. Then the Conflict Areas 
Rehabilitation Project recognized female heads 
of household as one of its target groups. The  
NECORD Extension Project emphasized develop-
ing female heads of households and war widows 
as entrepreneurs and as actors in restoration by es-
tablishing two business centers. Finally, NECORD II 
demonstrated a holistic perception of gender sen-
sitivity by developing a gender action plan with 
specific activities and targets to ensure expected 
outcomes in components, such as livelihoods, 
health, education, water supply and sanitation, 
coastal management, and village development. 
Targets for gender mainstreaming in each compo-
nent are set for equal participation, equal access 
to training programs, wage parity, and leadership 
in action programs and in CBOs.

The ongoing North East Coastal Community 
Development Project, which was formulated to as-
sist vulnerable coastal communities in the Eastern 
Province to meet basic needs, improve livelihoods, 
and strengthen community management of 
natural resources, incorporated a gender strategy 
grounded in an analysis of women in the context 
of armed conflict. The outcome of this analysis 
was a framework for activities and gender-specific 
targets. At least one NGO collaborating in action 
programs has to be a women’s organization. Steer-
ing and monitoring committees must have 30% 
female membership. At least 50% of participants in 
livelihood, small-scale community infrastructure, 
and environmental conservation and restoration 
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projects are required to be women, and a gender 
awareness module is mandatory in all training 
programs. Therefore, the shift from social exclu-
sion of women to gender mainstreaming appears 
to have been complete. Much depends, however, 
on effective implementation.

Gender Mainstreaming

Gender mainstreaming is one of the objectives 
of these projects. There are, however, continuing 
gaps in achieving this goal. 

(i) The acceptance of a conceptual frame-
work in which women’s rights are recog-
nized as indivisible human rights for the 
formulation of all programs.

(ii) Such recognition implies that safeguards 
are built in to ensure women’s rights to 
assets such as land; resources such as 
knowledge and skills: services such as 
food, water, and reproductive health; 
and protection from gender-based 
violence and discrimination and oppres-
sive social practices in both the public 
and private sectors. It should be noted 
that the Women’s Charter (1993) is not a 
legal document and that the proposed 
Women’s Rights Bill is still waiting for 
parliamentary approval. 

(iii) Techniques, such as gender analysis, pro-
cessing of gender-disaggregated data 
and development of gender-sensitive 

indicators, and gender audit or gender 
impact assessment, are utilized.

(iv) A gender audit of the national and dis-
trict-level planning and monitoring ins-
titutions (Jayaweera 2000) found little 
overt resistance to incorporating gender 
issues but identified a lack of awareness 
of these issues, lack of skills in gender-
sensitive techniques, and an absence of 
mechanisms to ensure effective gender 
mainstreaming. There is clearly a need 
for technical assistance for the develop-
ment of skills, and for advocacy in which 
women’s organizations are currently en-
gaged. 

(v) The institutional framework for gender 
mainstreaming exists but lacks coordina-
tion, networking, and cooperation. ADB 
has access to the key institutions—the 
Ministry of Policy Planning and Devel-
opment and its Departments of National 
Planning, the Ministry of Finance, the 
Ministry of Child Development and 
Women’s Empowerment (MCDWE), line 
ministries and their gender focal points, 
provincial ministries, research institu-
tions, national and community women’s 
organizations, and other donors. 

(vi) Effective monitoring mechanisms are 
lacking. Monitoring mechanisms in pro-
jects and external evaluation studies 
need to be used to provide feedback 
and to identify positive achievements 
and gaps that need to be bridged. 
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C h a p t e r  4 . 

Gender Strategies 

The overarching goal of the ADB gender strategy 
is to mainstream gender issues in programs and 
projects to promote gender equality and the 
empowerment of women. The conceptual frame-
work for the strategies is determined by women’s 
rights as spelled out in the UN Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women (CEDAW). The Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) and their indicators, particularly 
those expanded in the Outcome Document of 
2005, give a sense of urgency for Sri Lanka to 
implement strategies by 2015.

In Sri Lanka, recent political changes have 
raised new priorities centering on pro-growth, 
pro-poor policies; the reduction of urban–rural  
disparities; and closing the wide gap between de-
velopment outcomes in Colombo, its contiguous 
districts, and the rest of the country. The continuing 
ethnic conflict and the tsunami have damaged the 
quality of life of many of the population. The Ten 
Year Horizon Development Framework formulated 
by the government sets directions for national 
policy and identifies priorities as well as potential 
areas of intervention for external assistance. 

ADB-funded projects are inevitably influenced 
by the priorities identified in these programs and 
its own commitments to help promote economic 
growth in a globalized competitive market, and 
to reduce poverty where macroeconomic policies 
have done little to help the poor. 

Gender is a crosscutting issue that influences 
roles, relations, and outcomes affecting the lives 
of women and their families as well as trends in 
national development. The social construction of 
gender that underpins women’s responses to exter-
nal stimuli and policies; and the interface of gender, 
socioeconomic differentiation, and the physical, 
economic, and social environment help determine 
how projects are developed and implemented. ADB 
gender checklists are responsive to social norms 
and practices, and gender sensitivity is necessary 
to translate these criteria into concrete goals, objec-
tives, and strategies and to implementation.

Gender-related strategies or interventions 
that will enable gender mainstreaming in projects 
can be identified from the preceding analysis:

1. Creating jobs for women to reduce gen-
der inequalities in the labor market and 
unemployment and to promote upward 
occupational mobility for women. 

(i) Using the space provided by the re-
moval of the bias in policy against 
the provision of incentives to small 
producers, among whom the ma-
jority are women, to assist potential 
women microentrepreneurs. 

(ii) Supporting increase in opportuni-
ties for wage/salaried employment 
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of acceptable standards in conso-
nance with the national policy on 
decent work which will hopefully 
override the passive response to the 
demand for cheap female labor in 
the global and national economy. 

(iii) Developing technology-related 
skills to enable women to enter 
fields ranging from scientific food 
processing using the country’s 
natural resources to extending ho-
rizons, such as in nanotechnology. 

(iv) Providing an integrated package of 
critical inputs, such as technology, 
vocational, and management skills 
and market information, to enable 
women from low-income families 
to make optimal use of microcredit 
and thereby exit poverty.

(v) Advocacy for reform of laws and reg-
ulatory systems and enforcement of 
legislation to safeguard women’s 
rights, such as amending the Land 
Development Ordinance to guar-
antee equal land rights, ratifying 
and enforcing International Labour 
Organizations (ILO) Conventions. 

(vi) Assisting the government negoti-
ate to enter into bilateral agree-
ments with countries that employ 
Sri Lankan migrant workers to 
safeguard their rights and welfare 
in their workplaces. 

(vii) Sensitizing the private sector to the 
need for gender equality in socio-
economic development as an im-
portant aspect of corporate social 
responsibility.

2.  Using educational opportunities and 
processes to promote gender equality 
and the empowerment of women.

(i) Ensuring a more equitable distribu-
tion of senior secondary science 

education facilities and alternative 
opportunities in tertiary education.

(ii) Reducing gender imbalances in 
technical and vocational training 
and the gender digital divide in 
information and communication 
technology (ICT).

(iii) Promoting the elimination of gen-
der role stereotypes in curriculum 
materials and changing the second-
ary and tertiary education curricula 
to promote gender equality and 
the empowerment of women.

3. Equally participating in infrastructure 
development programs that provide 
access to safe water, sanitation, roads, 
transport services, and energy, and 
thereby to jobs, markets, services, and 
inclusive development.

4. Participating in terms of gender equality 
in planning, implementation, and moni-
toring, and in community-based pro-
grams in natural resource management.

5. Supporting programs for women af-
fected by armed conflict—including 
war widows and other female heads of 
households in the north and east, and in 
Puttalam, Anuradhapura, Polonnaruwa, 
and Moneragala districts—and areas af-
fected by the tsunami. 

(i) Allocation of land to women in dis-
placed families and safeguarding 
their land rights. 

(ii) Access to women engaged in self-
employment and microenterprises 
to credit, skills training, technology, 
and market access. 

(iii) Promotion of enrollment of wom-
en, including school dropouts, in 
training programs in construction 
trades to meet the demand created 
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by rehabilitation of infrastructure 
and in other technical-related 
training programs. These areas are 
fluid, fostering the promotion of 
the participation of women in tech-
nical-related training programs in 
institutions.

(iv) Promotion of reconciliation and na-
tional harmony through the school 
curriculum by supporting the 
National Institute of Education or 
other agencies to develop materials 
that will ensure mutual understand-
ing and appreciation of the cultural 
diversity of Sri Lanka’s multiethnic 
society.

6. Supporting programs to meet the needs 
of vulnerable groups of women.

(i) Geriatric care, economic support, 
and shelter for elderly women with-
out resources. 

(ii) Access to livelihoods and child sup-
port for female heads of households 
in low-income families. 

(iii) Retraining facilities for laid-off 
workers in low-income families.

(iv) Assisting women with disabilities to 
participate in mainstream society. 

7. Technical assistance to upgrade skills in 
gender analysis, and development of 
gender-sensitive indicators and gender 
audits to facilitate mainstreaming gender 
in all policies, plans, and programs, and 
particularly to equip ministry officials 
with skills in gender analysis and impact 
assistance with special reference to

(i) incorporating components of the 
National Plan of Action for Women in 
their ministries’ programs and moni-
toring their implementation; and

(ii) engendering annual ministry bud-
gets.

8. In governance

(i) Assistance to the Ministry of 
Child Development and Women’s  
Empowerment (MCDWE) to pro-
mote self-confidence, assertive-
ness, and gender sensitivity in po-
tential women candidates for local 
elections.

(ii) Advocacy to strengthen enforce-
ment of laws to ensure women’s 
rights.

(iii) Support for programs, such as legal 
literacy, legal aid, and counseling, 
which are clearly and inadequate to 
meet current needs.

(iv) Provision of technical assistance to 
police desks and hospitals to de-
velop formats for recording infor-
mation pertaining to incidents of 
domestic violence, rape, incest, and 
sexual harassment and abuse.

(v) Strengthening the capacity of the 
Department of Social Services to 
establish and maintain crisis cen-
ters in district community centers 
or other centers for victims of do-
mestic violence and other forms of 
gender-based violence.

Common components of all strategies will be 
gender sensitization, empowerment of women 
through their participation and mobilization as 
actors and agents of change, and the use of mul-
timedia to promote gender equality and human 
dignity.

The matrix presented below seeks to incor-
porate gender-responsive interventions in ADB 
projects in operation and in the pipeline and to 
indicate gaps where they exist for future projects.
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Area Strategies Ongoing ADB Projects

1.0  
Agriculture

1.1 
Increase the access of rural women 
to agricultural technology, scientific 
methods, and markets to increase 
their productivity and incomes

1.0 
Southern Province Regional 
Economic Advancement Project

Aquatic Resources Development 
and Quality Improvement Project

Plantation Development Project

1.2 
Support women’s participation in 
activities, such as food processing

1.3 
Facilitate women’s equal 
participation in Gamanaguma 
(village awakening) and Gamidiriya 
(village strengthening) programs

1.4 
Support measures to ensure 
women’s land rights

1.5 
Support programs to sensitize 
administrators to recognize 
women’s role as agricultural 
producers

2.0 
Industry, Services, and Finance

2.1 
Promote the equal participation of 
women in microenterprises

2.1–2.3 
Rural Finance Sector Development 
Project

Rural Finance Sector Development 
Project (Credit)

2.1–2.6 
Southern Province Regional 
Economic Advancement Project

Small and Medium Enterprise Sector 
Development Project—Credit 
Assistance

2.2 
Ensure the provision of credit, 
technology, vocational and 
management skills, and market 
information that will help make 
microenterprises and small and 
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) 
successful.

2.3 
Help women obtain the required 
assets to access incentives offered 
under the Small and Medium 
Enterprises project.

2.4 
Support initiatives to revitalize or to 
develop rural industries.

2.5 
Assist in expanding jobs for women, 
such as ICT and technical trades

Gender Interventions (2006–2010)

continued on next page
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2.6 
Assist in upgrading skills of women 
in low-level jobs, such as factory 
labor and domestic labor, to 
promote their upward occupational 
mobility.

2.7 
Advocate policy reform bilateral 
agreements with countries 
receiving migrant labor from Sri 
Lanka, ratification and enforcement 
of ILO Conventions

Where relevant

2.8 
Sensitize the private sector to the 
need for gender equality in the 
labor market

3.0 
Education and Training

3.1 
Promote equal access to and 
participation in science and 
technology-related senior 
secondary and tertiary education

3.1 and 3.5 
Secondary Education Modernization 
Project II

3.1 Distance Education 
Modernization Project

3.2–3.4 
Skills Development Project

Technical Education Development 
Project

3.2 
Assist in reducing gender 
imbalances in technical and 
vocational education and the 
gender digital divide in ICT

3.3 
Commission tracer studies to 
assess the employability of skills 
developed through training 
programs

3.4 
Strengthen career guidance centers 
established under the Vocational 
Training Authority

3.5 
Promote the elimination of gender 
role stereotypes in curriculum 
materials and introduction of 
materials to promote human 
rights, gender equality, and the 
empowerment of women

Gender Interventions (2006–2010) continued

continued on next page
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Area Strategies Ongoing ADB Projects

4.0 
Infrastructure Development

4.1 
Ensure the equal participation 
of women in needs assessment, 
decision making in planning 
and monitoring of infrastructure 
development projects pertaining to 
water supply and sanitation, roads 
and transport, energy, and urban 
and regional development

4.1 and 4.2 
Third Water Supply and Sanitation 
Project

Secondary Towns and Rural 
Community Based Water Supply 
and Sanitation Project

Southern Transport Development 
Project

Southern Provincial Roads 
Improvement Project

4.2 
Help women in community-based 
organizations (CBOs) to mobilize 
to ensure equal participation 
in and benefits from important 
development projects

Where resettlement occurs, ensure 
priority in land allocation to 
vulnerable groups of women.

5.0 
Natural Resource Management

5.1 
Assist in identifying the negative 
impact of development programs 
on women’s access to natural 
resources

Where resettlement occurs, ensure 
priority in land allocation to 
vulnerable groups of women.

5.1 and 5.2 
Coastal Resources Management 
Project

Forest Resources Management 
Project

Water Resource Management

Protected Area Management and 
Wild Life Conservation Project

North East Coastal Community 
Development Project

5.2 
Ensure the equal participation 
of women in community-based 
programs pertaining to the 
conservation and management of 
natural resources, such as forests, 
coasts, and water, in income-
generating activities

6.0 
Women in Conflict-Affected and 
Tsunami-Affected Areas and Their 
Families

6.1 
Support programs for women 
affected by armed conflict, both 
women heads of households 
and women in male-headed 
households in the north and east 
and in Puttalam, Anuradhapura, 
Polonnaruwa, and Moneragala 
districts, in accessing services, 
livelihoods, and counseling

6.1–6.5 
North East Community Restoration 
and Development (NECORD)

North East Community Restoration 
and Development—Extension

North East Community Restoration 
and Development II (NECORD II)

Conflict-Affected Area 
Rehabilitation Project

continued on next page

Gender Interventions (2006–2010) continued
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6.2 
Allocate land to women in displaced 
families and ensure their right to 
the land

6.3  
Provide credit, skills training, 
technology, and market access to 
women engaged in cultivation, self-
employment, and microenteprises

6.4 
Promote enrollment of women in 
training programs in construction 
trades to meet the demand created 
by rehabilitation programs

6.5 
Support school, media, and 
community-based programs 
intended to promote peace and 
national harmony

7.0 
Vulnerable Groups of Women

7.0 
Identify the needs and support 
programs where relevant in projects 
for

Incorporate in projects where 
relevant

7.2–7.5 
Rural Finance Sector Development 
Project

7.2–7.5 
Rural Finance Sector Development 
Project (Credit)

7.1 
The elderly—geriatric care, 
economic support, and shelter

7.2 
Female heads of households in low-
income households and in single-
parent families

7.3 
Laid-off workers in low-income 
families without access to 
alternative jobs or retraining

7.4 
Women with disabilities

7.5 
Women in remote locations who are 
victims of social exclusion

Gender Interventions (2006–2010) continued

continued on next page
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Area Strategies Ongoing ADB Projects

8.0 
Gender Mainstreaming

8.1 
Provide technical assistance to 
upgrade skills in public, private, 
and nongovernment organization 
(NGO) sectors in gender analysis, 
development of gender-sensitive 
indicators, and gender impact 
assessment

8.1–8.5 
All Projects

8.2 
Support gender sensitization of 
policy makers, administrators, 
and the private sector for gender 
mainstreaming in all plans and 
programs

8.3 
Provide technical assistance to 
equip ministry officials with skills to

i)     incorporate components of 
the National Plan of Action for 
Women in ministry programs

ii)  engender annual ministry 
budgets for gender issues

8.4 
Assist the Ministry of Child 
Development and Women’s 
Empowerment (MCDWE) to 
create a mechanism to coordinate 
and monitor women’s programs 
organized by central and provincial 
governments.

8.5 
Assist in integrating gender issues in 
the Ten Year Horizon Development 
Framework

9.0  
Governance

9.1 
Promote policy reforms to increase 
the participation of women in 
legislative assemblies and decision-
making positions in the public and 
private sectors

9.1–9.7 
Where relevant in projects

9.2 
Assist the Ministry of Women’s 
Affairs to help potential women 
candidates to participate effectively 
in political office

continued on next page

Gender Interventions (2006–2010) continued
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9.3 
Eliminate gender bias in the 
recruitment and promotion of 
women to high-level decision-
making positions in the public and 
private sectors

9.4 
Support policies and actions to 
strengthen enforcement of laws to 
safeguard women’s rights as spelled 
out in CEDAW and to prevent 
gender-based violence

9.5 
Support programs such as legal 
literacy, legal aid, and counseling 
and crisis centers by the state and 
NGOs.

9.6 
Provide technical assistance to 
police desks and hospitals to 
record information on incidents of 
domestic violence, rape, incest, and 
sexual harassment and abuse

9.7 
Strengthen the capacity of the 
Department of Social Services 
to establish and maintain crisis 
centers for victims of gender-based 
violence.

Gender Interventions (2006–2010) continued
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