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GENDER ANALYSIS AND STRATEGY (SUMMARY)1 
 
A. Gender Situations and Key Challenges 

1. Timor-Leste has made progress toward gender equality and women’s empowerment, 
especially through increases in female school enrollment, women’s participation in national 
politics, and the passage of the domestic violence legislation in 2010. Some progress has also 
been made in improving women’s reproductive health indicators. High fertility (5.7 per woman) 
and maternal mortality rates (557 per 100,000 live births), however, remain a cause for concern. 
The combination of high fertility, poor infrastructure coverage, and low human resource capacity 
place women (particularly rural women) in a highly vulnerable position. Following the tradition of 
patriarchal families, the primary role of women continues to be defined with their family and 
household responsibilities. Poor road infrastructure, gaps in access to clean water and 
sanitation, and a low rate of electrification create significant time constraints and additional 
burden for women’s traditional role, while restricting their opportunities to engage in productive 
and economic activities.  
 
2. Education. School enrollment has increased since 2001, especially at lower levels, 
reaching over 80% of net enrollment in grades 1–4. The net enrollment rate in grades 5–9, 
however, still remains below 30%, and the rate at secondary level is around 15%. While the net 
enrollment rate in grades 1–4 is slightly higher for boys than girls, at higher levels the rate is 
higher for girls than for boys. High dropout (10%) and repetition (25%) rates at the primary level 
are major concerns, even though these rates are slightly lower for girls than for boys. In the 
adult population, however, educational disadvantages continue to be barriers for building 
women’s productive capacities and economic potential. Of those aged 18 and older, more than 
56% of women had never attended school compared with 38% of men.2 Adult illiteracy also 
remains higher for women (54%) than for men (37%).  
 
3. Health. Government efforts to expand access to health care across the country, such as 
through the community health program Servisu Integradu Saude Communitaria, has 
strengthened basic emergency obstetric care and the training of nurses and midwives. As a 
result, child health and women’s reproductive health indicators have been improving. Both infant 
and under-five child mortality rates have decreased by 50% from 2001 levels to 45 per 1,000 
live births and 64 per 1,000 live births in 2009–2010. The percentage of pregnant women 
receiving antenatal care at least once from a health professional has increased from 43% in 
2001 to 88% in 2009–2010, and the maternal mortality has declined from 660 to 557 per 
100,000 live births. Yet, this maternal mortality rate still remains among the highest in the Asia 
and Pacific region. Despite improved access to health care, only 30% of deliveries received 
assistance from skilled health staff in 2009–2010 and contraceptive use remains low at 22%. 
The total fertility rate at 5.7 in 2010 also remains among the highest in the region, posing 
significant burdens on women’s child care and household responsibilities and hindering 
women’s engagement in economic activities.3 
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4. Infrastructure services. Most rural communities are isolated by the poor and 
deteriorating condition of roads. This inhibits access to and delivery of essential social 
services—such as health and education—restricts income-earning activity, and creates 
additional burdens for women in their roles as household managers and family health providers. 
Water supply and sanitation systems, especially in rural areas, are basic; women spend a 
disproportionate amount of their time collecting water and providing health care for preventable 
diseases caused by lack of sanitation and reliable water supplies. Only 57% of rural households 
have access to an improved source of drinking water compared with 91% of urban households, 
and only 26% of rural households have improved sanitation facilities compared to 84% of urban 
households. The low rate of rural electrification creates further time constraints and increases 
workloads for women. Only 19% of rural households use electricity as their main source of 
lighting compared with 88% of urban households; nearly all rural households and 74% of urban 
households use wood for cooking. 
 
5. Economic participation. Women are only half as likely as men to be in the labor force: 
73% of men (aged 15 and over) participate in the labor force compared with only 36% of 
women. This large gender difference is similar across all ages. Although by law women have 
equal access to work and pay, their heavy responsibilities at home and lack of education or 
skills hinder their active participation in the labor force. Of those employed, around 65% of both 
women and men are engaged in agricultural work. The unemployment rate is moderate at 9.5%. 
But the unemployment rate is higher for women (10.9%) than for men (8.9%), and it is also 
higher in urban areas than in rural areas. The majority of employed people are also without 
formal protection as self-employed or family workers, and the percentage of these ―vulnerable‖ 
workers is higher for women; a 2010 survey estimated the percentage as 78% for women and 
66% for men.4 While one-third of male workers receive cash earnings for their work, only 19% of 
women do and 80% of women do not receive any payment for their work. Due to the prevalence 
of agricultural work, there is no clear association between education and rates of employment; 
yet women with technical education are most likely to be employed, although their total numbers 
are relatively small.  
 
6. Women (and men) are mostly engaged in informal sector farming, earning small 
amounts of cash from selling surplus produce in markets. Improved opportunities in the informal 
sector can provide important opportunities for women to contribute to their household income 
and build economic empowerment, especially in view of very limited formal sector opportunities. 
Yet women's access to markets is significantly constrained by poor roads and transport 
services. The lack of access to banking services and credit, combined with a lack of literacy and 
basic business skills, also restricts women's opportunities for saving and income-generating 
activities. The lack of a firm legal framework for land registration and clear inheritance rights is 
also a major constraint to women’s access to economic resources. New land laws that are now 
before Parliament will help lessen these sources of disadvantage. 
 
B. Government’s Gender Policy and Strategy 

7. On 2003, Timor-Leste ratified the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women, and its first compliance report was presented in 2009. 
The overall policy and institutional environment has been modified to help ensure public sector 
responsiveness to women’s rights and needs. Yet, substantial gender barriers persist in 
women’s access to resources and opportunities.  
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8. The Secretariat of State for Promotion of Equality was established in Timor-Leste in 
2008 as a central government agency that provides a framework for promoting gender equality 
and women’s rights.5 The secretariat has prepared a 5-year strategic plan (2010–2015), 
focusing on advocacy, drafting, and implementing key policies and programs on gender issues. 
The Organic Law of the Secretariat of State for Promotion of Equality, approved in 2008, gave 
the secretariat a wider mandate to promote gender awareness and gender mainstreaming in 
key priority sectors. Gender focal points were established in several ministries and at the district 
level. Gender-mainstreaming pilot programs were introduced in the agriculture, education, 
health, and justice sectors. Interministerial working groups and coordination mechanisms have 
also been established to work with civil society, media, women’s parliamentary groups, and 
development partners. Nonetheless, the secretariat still lacks the implementation and technical 
capacity to fully support its various initiatives.  
 
9. Extensive efforts have been made to institute formal laws and policies to support gender 
equality. The law on political parties encourages the participation of women through quotas in 
suco (village) councils and in the National Parliament. Women currently make up 28% of suco 
councils and 29% of National Parliament members, which represents one of the highest rates of 
representation in the region. Key ministerial positions are also held by women, including the 
ministries of finance, justice, and social solidarity. Yet, only 2.5% of suco chiefs are women, 
reflecting an ongoing need to promote women’s representation in local decision-making 
positions. Various gender-related training programs have been implemented with support from 
development partners.6 The Gender Resource Centre at the National Parliament has helped 
build gender awareness among parliamentarians. 

10. Domestic violence is the most common form of gender-based violence in Timor-Leste. 
Domestic violence had been regarded culturally acceptable and women's lack of economic 
empowerment contributed to their vulnerability. In 2009, more than two-thirds of gender-based 
violence cases reported to the police were related to domestic violence, with many more cases 
believed to be unreported. A law on domestic violence was first presented to the government in 
2005 and was finally passed by the National Parliament in March 2010. Under the law, domestic 
violence has been classified as a public crime, and survivors will have access to emergency 
medical help, shelter, and other support services. The law also requires education on domestic 
violence to be included in the school curriculum.  
 
11.  The 2003 Immigration and Asylum Act prohibits trafficking in women and children for 
prostitution and forced labor. The Penal Code was passed in March 2009 and criminalizes most 
sexual crimes. A new draft civil code has recently been promulgated, and sections of this code 
address marital property and inheritance rights. Enforcement of these legislative reforms, 
however, is likely to remain challenging because of Timor-Leste’s overburdened courts. 

C. ADB’s Gender Strategy  

12. The Asian Development Bank (ADB) recognizes gender equity as an essential driver of 
change in achieving inclusive development and emphasizes gender mainstreaming in all ADB 
operations. ADB will support the government in implementing its national and sector-specific 
strategies to promote gender equality and women’s empowerment. In particular, ADB will 
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support the government’s objective of increasing gender awareness and capacity development 
for gender mainstreaming across government agencies, especially in the executing and 
implementing agencies involved in ADB-supported projects. Through regional technical 
assistance, ADB will support the government in establishing baseline gender indicators across 
key sectors to monitor gender disparities and to assist informed policy making on gender and 
development issues.7  

13. ADB’s priority assistance in infrastructure—road and water supply and sanitation—will 
incorporate gender concerns into project planning and design, given the major constraint of poor 
infrastructure on women’s household responsibilities and their access to essential social 
services such as health and education. Due to cultural norms, women are often excluded from 
infrastructure-related employment opportunities, limiting their participation in and benefits from 
development processes. Lessons from prior ADB-supported road sector projects illustrate that 
women can be active participants in community-based road construction and maintenance 
activities. Skills training, as well as health and gender awareness activities, also create 
opportunities for economic empowerment among women, especially poor rural women. 
Continued emphasis will be placed on designing infrastructure projects to ensure the promotion 
of gender equality, with access to employment and training opportunities during project 
implementation.   

14. Increasing attention will be paid to addressing women’s concerns in specific local 
contexts and ensuring their active involvement in community consultations for effective project 
design and project management. For water and sanitation projects, women’s involvement during 
the phases of project design and management are key to achieving successful outcomes, as 
safe water and improved sanitation are essential for improving health outcomes of women and 
children while reducing household work burdens on women. Hygiene and health promotion 
activities will also be integrated into project design to maximize the health benefits of these 
projects. Capacity development of women and men at local institutions, as well as local 
communities, will be emphasized to enhance the sustainability of improved infrastructure 
services.  

15. Substantial gender mainstreaming efforts will be made in projects that are aimed at 
improving access to finance in rural areas and increasing opportunities for quality technical and 
vocational education and training. With the rapidly expanding economy of Timor-Leste, a skilled 
local labor force is increasingly important. Having adequate skills training that can meet this 
increasing demand is crucial for economic empowerment of women, as well as for national 
economic development. The designs of the projects in these sectors will ensure the 
incorporation of the different needs of women and men.  

16. To ensure the effectiveness of gender mainstreaming in ADB operations, gender 
strategy will emphasize the preparation of quality gender action plans and the establishment of 
measurable performance targets, indicators, and monitoring plans during project design. The 
implementation of gender action plans will be regularly reviewed, and gender results will be 
evaluated. The collection of sex-disaggregated data will be required for establishing baseline 
indicators, monitoring the progress of projects, and evaluating gender benefits.  
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