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Preface

Recognizing the significance of addressing gender and poverty concerns in the
developing member countries of the Asian Development Bank (ADB), the Office of
Environment and Social Development has prepared a series of briefing papers on gender and
development, in partnership with the relevant Programs Departments and national governments.
The papers provide information as well as strategic directions to gender and development
interventions in a particular country.
This Country Briefing Paper on Women in the Republic of Maldives was prepared by
Rekha Dayal, Social Development Expert, with the support of a national consultant, S.M. Didi, an
Education and Development Expert. Soo-Nam Oh of the Programs Department (West) managed
the task with the guidance and support of Shireen Lateef, Team Leader, Gender and
Development, and Sri W. Handayani, Social Development Specialist, both from the Office of
Environment and Social Development of ADB.
This report is an outcome of extensive literature search and rigorous analysis of current
secondary data, as well as participatory assessments with atoll administrations, women’s
development committees and two stakeholder workshops in Malé. The workshop participants
included representatives from the Government, United Nation agencies, NGOs, the private sector
and other key institutions in the Maldives. The two events contributed significantly to the
formulation of the Framework for Action that will be implemented by ADB and the Government
of the in partnership with other development agencies in the Maldives.
The interpretations and conclusions expressed in this paper are those of the author and
should not be attributed to ADB.
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Executive Summary
Introduction
“Small is beautiful” aptly describes the archipelago of the Maldives, an idyllic collection
of some 1,200 low-lying coral islands in the Indian Ocean. Of these only about 200 islands are
inhabited. More than half of them have a population of 1,000 or less and a land area smaller than
50 hectares. Over the last couple of years approximately 87 islands, without any indigenous
population, have been developed for exclusive use as tourist resorts. India and Sri Lanka are the
nearest neighbors, at a distance of about 600 and 670 kilometers, respectively. The population is
relatively homogenous culturally, with Islam as the main religion and Dhivehi as the common
language.
The Maldives was a relatively secluded, politically neutral nation until the European
tourist companies discovered it in the 1970s. Since then the actions and achievements of a
relatively stable and open-minded Government and an expanding private sector have been bold
and impressive. The nation now faces a challenge to preserve its natural wealth and strengths of
the island culture and orient development initiatives to benefit the poor, particularly those on the
far-off islands. Simultaneously, there is a need to take stock and address the fast emerging
inequities in access to higher education, employment, and decision making that are reversing the
positive traditional status of Maldivian women. Particular attention to gender concerns is now a
development imperative for Maldives and it demands that the tradition of bold actions be
repeated.
In spite of the problems associated with the physically dispersed nature of population, the
Maldives is today the only developing country to have recorded a growth rate of 8-9 per cent per
annum. This has been primarily in the fisheries and tourism sectors, making it the largest
producer of tuna internationally and one of the most sought after destination of tourists, with over
400,000 entering the country during 1999. Although the Republic has recorded a consistent
growth rate of just over 8 per cent since 1995, the economy is heavily dependent on imports
valued at almost 80 per cent of the GDP.
Equally impressive achievements in human development are near universal literacy and
primary education and improved health benefits, having eradicated or brought down transmission
rates for diseases such as tuberculosis leprosy and malaria to near zero levels. The rates of
diarrheal diseases and thalassemia, however, remain high. The island Republic is ranked as the
highest in all South Asian countries according to the Gender Development Index (GDI) of United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP). The current population of 269,010 is expected to
cross the 300,000 mark by the end of 2002. Almost one half of the population is under 15 years
and in the next five years 26,000 young people will enter the job market. The life expectancy has
increased from 65 in 1990 to 70 in 2000 for men and from 64 to 70 for women during the same
period. Significantly there are no rural/urban differences in the life expectancy. The Maldives’
female to male sex ratio is 105. It is a seafaring nation and migration of men for employment is
very common. In fact the UNDP-sponsored Vulnerability and Poverty Assessment of 1998
reported that on some islands over 50 per cent of the households were female-headed at the time
of the survey. Mean marriage age is 16.8 years for women. While marriage and child care laws
appear to be equitable at the surface, and are perhaps meant to be equitable, the way they translate

in the social scenario and impact men and women is very different. There are very few women in
the administration. Currently there is only one female Minister heading the Ministry of Women’s
Affairs and Social Security (MWASS), two Deputy Ministers, and one Kuta Kateeb (Assistant
Island Chief).
The infant mortality rate has slid from 156 per 1,000 live births in 1960 to 20 per 1,000
live births according to the most recent estimates of the Government. The Vulnerability and
Poverty Assessment, however, reported them to be oscillating around 60 per 1,000 live births.
Indeed these achievements now need to be examined in terms of the overall coverage, quality and
impact on different sections of the population by geographic region, poverty status and gender.
While overt and deliberate sex-based discrimination is totally absent in the Maldivian
psyche, it is being recognized that gender- and poverty-related disparities and concerns are
surfacing as a consequence of rapid economic development and breakdown of the traditional
systems of familial and social relations. Encouragingly, the Government is open-minded about
the need to improve on gender-related issues. Acceptance of the problem is a first positive step.
Several initiatives have been taken in the recent past to understand the conceptual basis and
methods to mainstream gender and initiate affirmative action to remove structural barriers to
women’s participation in government administration. As an example, recently, the Government
separated the administrative and religious functions of island chiefs, opening the doors for women
to participate in island development more actively, a role that hitherto was not possible as they
were not entitled to perform the religious duties of a kateeb/island chief. Simultaneously, ADB’s
goal of poverty reduction, and thrust of the policy to focus on growth, social development and
governance, provides a unique opportunity for collaboration to improve the gender-related
indices. Preparation of this briefing paper with a comprehensive collation and analysis of
information on gender issues in Maldives is perhaps a first step in this direction.
ADB has been instrumental in supporting the Government of the Republic of Maldives to
streamline its planning processes. The Fifth Plan, covering the period from 1997 to 2000, draws
upon the Perspective Plan 2005, prepared with the assistance of ADB. To date ADB has provided
nine loans from its Special Funds resources to the Maldives amounting to about $55 million,
mainly focusing on improvement of port facility and power supply in Malé. The assistance
comprised three loans to the transport sector, three loans to the energy sector, and one loan each
for the education sector, regional development and multi-sector including energy, transport and
meteorological development.
In spite of the Government’s strong efforts to broaden the domestic resource base, the
Maldives continues to be critically dependent upon external assistance for development financing.
In the current Public Sector Investment Programme, the required external assistance amounts to
approximately $296 million. In the recent past almost 24 per cent of this was spent on the social
sectors of health, education and drinking water. This is well above the 20 per cent recommended
by the Social Development Summit in Copenhagen in 1998. ADB can, therefore, continue to play
a significant role in human resource development and use the opportunity to assist the
Government to advance the situation of women. For this, there is an immediate need for a
technical assistance package that can be used for more precise assessment of the women’s
situation and to strengthen the government machinery to address emerging gender inequities.

Gender Strategy and Framework for Action (2000-2005)
The thrust of the proposed gender strategy is to focus on priority areas, based on the
current analysis, that are likely to significantly change the status of women. The key elements of
the strategy are to
(i)
(ii)

(iii)
(iv)
(v)

(vi)

Support the Government of the Republic of Maldives in ensuring that the burdens
of economic transition are not disproportionately impacting the position and
general well-being of the female population;
Recognize that gender analysis is only a tool and not an end in itself, and a first
step to action. The analysis must be followed by appropriate interpretation with
relevance to the program/project or sector, and subsequently necessary activities
designed to address the issues;
Initiate immediate action linked to ongoing and pipeline loan and technical
assistance projects of the ADB portfolio;
Ensure financing for the agreed Framework for Action (FFA);
Ensure translation of overall gender strategy in ADB-assisted operations by
including social development expertise in formulation of macro policies and
agreements with the Republic of Maldives, preparation of the Country
Operational Strategy (COS) and design of all loans and technical assistance and
subsequent supervision of the portfolio. The social development expert must be
skilled in identifying and addressing gender issues in the specific sector rather
than just have women-in-development orientation; and
Coordinate with other donors, particularly the World Bank and the United
Nations System.

The FFA has been drawn using the gender analysis model developed by Caroline Moser,
considered to be the most comprehensive for understanding, interpreting and addressing genderbased inequities, focusing on both strategic and practical needs of women. It is suggested that the
FFA be implemented in close collaboration with other development partners. The Thematic
Group on Gender and Development, coordinated by the UNDP, could serve as an advisory group
in implementing the activities outlined in the FFA.
It must be recognized that MWASS has a more of a strategic and facilitating role in
identifying issues and mainstreaming gender into the activities of line ministries. The line
ministries must however take the primary responsibility for actions addressing gender disparities
in their sector. Encouragingly, this has been happening to some extent in the Maldives but it can
be improved further. Consequently, it is suggested that the responsibility for achieving a
particular objective of the FFA be shared between the line ministry concerned and MWASS, with
the former taking the lead with the support of the women’s section, rather than reverse.
In addition to the FFA, two related, overarching recommendations to strengthen the
institutional arrangements for gender are presented for the consideration of the Government of the
Republic of Maldives. First, to functionally link the women’s section of MWASS to the Ministry
of Planning and National Development (MPND). This could potentially have a two-way benefit
of ensuring that gender concerns are incorporated into the national plans more effectively as a
result of day-to-day interaction on one hand; while the women’s section would benefit from
exposure to managerial processes of planning and have access to expertise on subjects such as

public expenditure, national accounting, legal issues, etc. dealt with by MPND. Second, that
MWASS appoint a panel of national and international consultants with a wide range of relevant
expertise to assist the Ministry in carrying out its functions of mainstreaming gender more
professionally. Currently, the Ministry is understaffed and recruitment of full-time experts would
be expensive.
The Framework for Action: Addressing the Strategic Needs of Women
To address the strategic needs of women four priority objectives are to
(i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)

Strengthen MWASS;
Improve women’s decision-making role in administration and island
management;
Improve the legal position of women with heightened legal literacy among
women; and
Enhance the role of nongovernment organizations to give visibility to gender
inequities and assist in improving the status of women.

The Framework for Action: Addressing the Practical Needs of Women
Four priority objectives to address the practical needs of women are:
(i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)

Increased voice and choice for women in reproductive health decisions, greater
participation and focus on reproductive health of males, and education in child
care practices for parents;
Increased access to higher education;
Increased access to market demand-oriented vocational training; and
Increased employment opportunities in growth sectors.

The Way Forward and Priority Actions
First of all, joint action is required by the Maldives and ADB to endorse the FFA as part
of COS negotiations for 2001. It is critical that the FFA is endorsed and included in the COS
negotiations and beyond to capitalize on the possibility of making several ongoing and pipeline
loans and technical assistance gender-responsive. To facilitate appropriate and timely action it is
proposed that a small working group on gender be established with representatives of the
Government, ADB, and external support agencies to take the FFA forward. Based on recent
experiences of establishing global and national networks, it is suggested that the working group
operate largely through the Internet and meet only occasionally to make it functional at minimal
cost.
Further, in order to effectively mainstream gender, it is suggested that MPND along with
MWASS provide the leadership to take this FFA forward. The private sector in the Maldives has
been a major partner in the dramatic economic change in both the fisheries and tourism sectors in
the past and in the garment industry and information technology in later years. Establishing
partnerships with entrepreneurs to expand vocational training and employment opportunities for
women could potentially be a very viable option.

At the ADB level urgent action will be required to disseminate the gender briefing paper
to all officers concerned in the Programs and technical departments, include the FFA in the COS
2001 and initiate a technical assistance specifically on gender.
In conclusion, the impact of this briefing paper in affecting the progress on gender and
development in the Maldives will depend on the commitment of organizations and individuals
involved, and adequate financial allocations in the national budget as well as the ADB portfolio to
address the concerns raised and, above all, to maintain consistency in pursuing gender concerns.

Chapter 1

Introduction

Poverty reduction, which was one of the five strategic objectives of the Asian
Development Bank (ADB) in the past, is now its overarching goal. The other four strategic
objectives, that is, economic growth, human development, sound environmental management and
improvement in the status of women, have to be pursued in ways that contribute most effectively
to poverty reduction. The Poverty Reduction Strategy paper (ADB 1999) states that this
fundamental shift will affect every aspect and level of ADB operations and efforts to reduce
poverty will be intensified in future lending, with a particular focus on gender-balanced human
resource development.
A complementary policy on gender and development (GAD) (ADB 1998) proposes
mainstreaming as a key strategy in promoting gender equality within this overarching objective.
Gender considerations are to be incorporated into all mainstream ADB activities, including
macro-economic and sector work, and lending and technical assistance (TA). The Maldives is a
key developing member country (DMC) of ADB. It has a unique economy as well as indicators
reflecting one of the most positive scenarios pertaining to the status of women in the South Asian
region. The challenge for the Maldives and ADB is not to lose sight of this uniqueness when
formulating and implementing strategies to address specific areas where there are documented
gender differentials, such as access to higher education, employment opportunities for women,
and their role in decision making and political participation,
“Small is beautiful” aptly describes the archipelago of the Maldives, an idyllic collection
of some 1,200 coral islands, forming an unusual narrow chain set in a 90,000 square kilometer (sq
km) area of the turquoise waters of the equatorial Indian Ocean. The chain is approximately 820
km long and 130 km wide at its widest point. Interestingly, there is a constant change in the
number of islands as a result of the natural forces of wind and wave power, wherein some islands
actually disappear while new ones are created. Added to that are the manmade factors resulting
from a reclamation program, being carried out especially around the capital, to take the
population pressures off the island of Malé. Of the 1,200 islands, only about 200 are inhabited,
with more than half of them having populations of 1,000 or less and a land area smaller than 50
hectares. Over the last couple of years, approximately 87 of these islands, which have no
indigenous population, have been developed for exclusive use as tourist resorts. All the islands
are low-lying coral islands and 80 per cent of the country’s total land area of 298 sq km has a
mean elevation of 1.6 meters above sea level. The islands form a Republic with 26 natural atolls
(derived from atolu, a Dhivehi word meaning “a natural group of coral islands”) but are
administratively grouped into 20 atolls. The population is relatively homogenous culturally with a
100 per cent Muslim population. Dhivehi is the national language. India and Sri Lanka are the
nearest neighbors of the Maldives, lying at a distance of about 600 km and 670 km, respectively.
Until the late 1960s, the Maldives had managed to stay away from the mainstream of
world politics and history. It was never colonized and has remained largely unaffected by events,
such as the two World Wars, that shaped destiny of the rest of the world. The curtain on this
nature’s haven was lifted in the 1970s when the Europeans discovered it as an ideal destination
for tourism. Since then, it has come into prominence not only for its breathtaking natural beauty
but also due to its rapid economic growth and the impressive strides it has made in social
development. Its tourism industry has grown at a steady pace with over 87 resorts. The Maldives

has a narrow economic base typical of island countries, driven mainly by tourism and, to a lesser
extent, by fisheries. Lately, the looming effect of global warming and greenhouse gases has been
a cause of major concern here too. HE Maumoon Abdul Gayoom, the President of the Maldives,
and one of Asia’s longest serving leaders, is a well-known spokesman for the protection of lowlying islands everywhere. The excessive mining of groundwater has resulted in salinization,
necessitating the installation of desalination plants all over the country.
Marine life is the
The Maldives: A Fact File
Maldives’ primary resource
base. It is the largest tuna
• The Maldives is an idyllic collection of 1,200 low-lying
producing country globally and
coral islands set in a 90,000 sq km area in the Indian Ocean.
is a major attraction for tourists
• 80 per cent of the country’s total land area has a mean
interested in natural underwater
elevation of 1.6 meters above sea level.
beauty, preserved with pride by
• The islands form a Republic consisting of 26 natural atolls,
the Maldivian people. Limited
which are administratively grouped into 20 atolls.
arable land and land-based
• Islam is the universal religion and Dhivehi the common
mineral resources, an extremely
language.
small domestic market and
• Tourism and fisheries form the backbone of the Maldivian
heavy reliance on imports
economy.
(valued at almost 80 per cent of
the GDP) make the Maldivian economy extremely vulnerable to global market fluctuations (see
Table 1). A recent fall in the international prices of tuna was a major cause of concern for the
fisheries sector, and the possibility of a sudden fall in the tourist traffic hangs like a Damocles
sword over the economy.
The women of the Maldives are among the most emancipated in the Islamic world, closer
to their counterparts in East Asia rather than South Asia, the region to which they belong
geographically. In general, overt sex-based discrimination is not a part of the Maldivian psyche.
While there is no evidence of a strong women’s movement in the past, it is gaining momentum
now as gender disparities and constraints in women’s development become more visible as a
consequence of the rapid development of the economy, primarily in sectors that offer limited
opportunities for women’s participation and due to the changing social scenario in the Republic.
The important role that women traditionally played in the economy has perhaps been eroded,
especially in the fisheries sector, due to rapid mechanization and changes in fish preservation and
marketing techniques. Besides, social restrictions on women’s mobility interfere with their
optimal participation in the expanding tourism industry. As a consequence, the participation rate
of women in the labor force appears to have declined from being one of the highest to one of the
lowest in the developing world.
The island Republic is ranked as the highest among all South Asian countries according
to the Gender Development Index of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP).
However, despite this impressive ranking, gender issues are increasingly emerging in critical
areas such as access to higher education, high fertility rates, falling trends in labor force
participation and issues of domestic violence. In this scenario, the constructive attitude of the
Government in first recognizing the phenomena of increasing gender disparities and subsequently
its active participation in the process of finding solutions during preparation of this paper on
GAD, has been very encouraging.

The present document has been prepared primarily on the basis of extensive literature
research and analysis of secondary information, supplemented by participatory assessments
undertaken with the island communities and representatives of key stakeholders from the
Government, external support agencies (ESAs), nongovernment organizations (NGOs) and the
private sector. The information was gathered between August and September 2000. The approach
of the paper has been to build on the existing, fairly extensive secondary data on gender and
poverty, to subject it to rigorous analysis within the perspective of operational experiences of
experts consulted at the national, regional and global levels. Outcomes of two workshops held in
Malé were used to arrive at a set of prioritized recommendations and concrete action plans for the
immediate attention of ADB and the Government of the Republic of Maldives. The two
workshops held at the inception and action planning stages, on 9 and 20 August 2000,
respectively, also helped create greater awareness of ADB’s operations in the Maldives and build
partnerships.
Particular attention was paid to the unique physical situation and nature of the island
economy to arrive at an appropriate and prioritized set of opportunities for action with ADB
support. It was essential to recognize that while the Maldives should learn from its neighbors like
any other nation, its unique situation with regard to the status of women makes it imperative to
carefully identify issues and ways of addressing them. It was thus important to be careful not to
“import” into the island issues that are traditionally significant in the rest of the region, such as a
preference for the boy child or female infanticide, which are perhaps unheard of in the Maldivian
scenario.

Table 1:

Maldives at a Glance

Poverty and Social Element
Population (preliminary results of census 2000) (millions)
GNP per capita, 1998 (US$)
GNP, 1998 (US$ billion)
Average annual growth, 1991-1998
Population (%)
Labor force (%)
Most recent estimate (latest years available, 1991-1998)
Poverty, headcount index (% of population)
Urban population (% of total population)
Life expectancy at birth (years)
Infant mortality (per 1,000 live births)
Child malnutrition (% of children under 5)
Access to safe water (% of population)
Illiteracy (% of population aged 15+)
Gross primary enrollment (% of school-age population):
Male
Female

Maldives

South
Asia

Lower and
Middle Income

0.27
(269,010)
1,279
0.34

1,289

2,285

390
502

1,230
2,818

2.8
2.8

1.9
2.2

1.2
1.3

27
65
46
39
94
7
134
136
132

27
62
71
63
77
51
99
109
89

42
69
36
61
84
19
111
116
113

Key Economic Ratios and Long-Term Trends
GDP (US$ million)
Exports of goods and services/GDP
Current account balance/GDP
Interest payments/GDP
Total debt/GDP
Total debt service/exports

1991
164.5
112.0
-5.5
1.6
58.7
52.4

1996
303.4
125.5
1.6
2.0
59.0
47.0

1997
343.6
117.2
-10.5
1.6
49.9
42.6

1998
369.8
115.6
-8.0
1.4
-

(Average annual growth)
GDP
GNP per capita (current US$)
Exports of goods and services (current US$)

1991
7.7
3.3
2.8

1996
6.5
10.0
19.9

1997
6.2
11.3
5.7

1998
6.8
4.7
6.2

1991
25.5
14.6
5.8
60.0
25.5
111.8

1996
19.5
15.9
6.4
64.6
26.8
116.5

1997
18.6
16.4
6.6
65.0
29.4
116.8

1998
17.9
17.3
6.5
64.8
29.2
113.7

Structure of the Economy
(% of GDP)
Agriculture
Industry
Manufacturing
Services
General government consumption
Imports of goods and services

(Average annual growth)
1991
1996
1997
1998
Agriculture
6.4
1.8
1.4
2.8
Industry
10.1
9.0
10.0
12.3
Manufacturing
10.1
8.2
9.8
5.0
Services
7.6
7.5
6.7
6.5
General government consumption (nominal)
26.1
8.9
23.6
7.0
Imports of goods and services (current US$)
10.8
14.6
7.3
9.9
Gross national product (current US$)
6.8
13.0
14.3
7.6
Note: 1998 data are preliminary estimates.
Source: (1) Maldives Country Economic Memorandum Policies for Sustaining Economic Growth, Poverty
Reduction Economic Management Unit, South Asia Region, World Bank, 19 April 1999.
(2) Mimeograph on Preliminary Results of Census of 2000, Government of Republic of Maldives.
(3) Health Report 1999, Ministry of Health, Republic of Maldives.

Chapter 2

Overall Features and Trends in
Development

History and Cultural Setting
The Maldives is one of the most progressive Islamic countries in the world. While
archaeological remnants on the islands speak of its erstwhile adherence to Buddhism, Islam was
universally adopted around 1153 after the visit of a respected Muslim scholar. The first ruler or
Sultan was Muhammad Ul-Adil. The island was visited by the famous Arab traveler, Ibn Batuta,
during the period 1343–1346. The first violent contact with the Portuguese came in the early 16th
century and Malé was captured in 1558 and held until 1573. Further attempts to conquer the
islands failed and the country then experienced sieges by the Malabar Kings from India around
1752. In 1835, the British under the command of Robert Moresby undertook the first survey of
the islands and the Maldives became a protectorate of the British in 1887.
The first written constitution of the Maldives was proclaimed in 1932 and the first
republic declared in 1953. This was dissolved and a Sultanate re-established until 1968, when the
second Republic was declared with the end of the British presence in 1965 and the Republic of
Maldives entered the United Nations (UN) as an independent state.
The kinship system on the islands is patrilineal and the family was traced along the male
line. However, there are accounts of women rulers dating back to the 14th century. Four
Maldivian queens are recorded among the islands’ early rulers. Ibn Batuta’s comment on this is,
“It is a strange thing about these islands that their ruler is a woman, Khadija... When (her father)
was deposed..., none of the royal house remained but Khadija and her two younger sisters, so they
raised Khadija to the throne.” There have also been a number of cases where men have served in
the office of the Sultan in the name of the legitimate female successors. Researchers like Maloney
have used linguistic and anthropological material from the nearby Lakshadweep islands and the
coast of Kerala in India and available historical descriptions, and compared these to the traces
found in the present Maldivian society to prove the existence of matrilineal patterns of lineage.
The present system of kinship and lineage is a confusing mixture of different forms, indicating
that the society is still in a transitional state.
The Maldives is a middle-income country with a GDP per capita of US$1,377 (ADB
Country Assistance Plan 2000-2002). Both the fertility and mortality rates are high with the
average number of children born to one woman being seven. While the overall infant mortality
rates have declined appreciably over the last two decades, maternal mortality rates (MMRs) and
child mortality on some of the remote islands are very high. In the worst cases, only half the
children reach adulthood. A woman marries, on an average, four times in her life. Divorces are
common and marriages are considered not as a family responsibility but a matter of individual
choice. People often continue to live in the homes of their birth, with even married couples
sometimes only visiting each other.
The legal system in the Maldives is based on Islamic law and English common law. The
latter is particularly influential in certain areas such as commercial law. The Maldives was never
under direct British rule but enjoyed the status of a protected state without actually becoming a

protectorate. It obtained full independence from its protected status under the United Kingdom in
July 1965.
Political and Administrative System
The Maldives is a republic with a democratic government structure organized on the
presidential model. There is a Parliament (Peoples’ Majlis) comprising 50 members, 42 of whom
are elected and eight nominated by the President. Of these, two elected members in 1999 are
women. Three of the eight members nominated by the President are also women, bringing the
total number of women members to five out of 50, that is, over 10 per cent of the total
membership. The People’s Majlis is the legislative body that passes all laws except those matters
that must be specifically addressed by the People’s Special Majlis. The President and his Majlis
are elected every five years. Women are not allowed to contest for the position of the President.
The Maldives has one of the most stable governments in Asia with the current President, H.E.
Maumoon Abdul Gayoom, having been in office since November 1978, after having been elected
for four terms. The atolls and islands are administered by atoll and island chiefs, all of whom are
appointed by the President. Currently there are no female atoll or island chiefs; however, one
woman has been appointed as an acting atoll chief and one as a kuta kateeb (assistant atoll chief).
The first Constitution ratified by the then Sultan came into effect on 22 December 1932.
A referendum in 1968 voted for a republic and on 1 April 1968, the Sultanate was abolished and
the Republic of Maldives declared. On 11 November 1968, the Republic of Maldives was created
with an elected President.
The 11 November 1968 Constitution, as amended by the People’s Special Majlis at its
sessions on 23 April 1970, 2 February 1972 and 15 April 1975, defines the present political
system of the Republic of Maldives. The final amendment came into effect on 21 April 1975. The
present Constitution came into effect on 1 January 1998. The Constitution establishes the
Republic of Maldives as an Islamic State with the seat of government in Malé.
The President of the Republic is the supreme head of the Government, elected for a term
of five years. A candidate for the post of President is nominated by secret ballot by the People’s
Majlis. On accepting the nomination, the candidate must receive a majority vote at a national
referendum. The President is the final authority for the propagation of the tenets of Islam in the
Maldives. A body appointed by the President, which reports to him, conducts the administration
of justice and all matters concerning the Shari’ah.
The Speaker of the People’s Majlis is not a member of that body but is appointed by the
President. The President and Ministers have the right to attend and speak at the People’s Majlis
but have the right to vote only if they are members of the People’s Majlis. The term of the
People’s Majlis is five years with the new term commencing in the last seven days of February. A
bill passed by the People’s Majlis becomes law after being ratified by the President. The
President may return a bill to the People’s Majlis. If the bill receives a two-thirds majority it is
ratified by the President. If, on the other hand, the bill fails to secure the two-thirds majority, it is
considered nullified.
The President appoints all judges to the courts and formulates the rules of court, either
directly or through the Ministry of Justice. The President is also the body of ultimate appeal

against the decisions of the High Court. The High Court, which reports directly to the President,
comprises a Chief Justice and four judges.
Ministers are appointed by the President but may be questioned by the People’s Majlis
concerning the performance of their duties and can be forced to resign if a no-confidence motion
is passed on their performance. The Minister of Finance and Treasury submits accounts of
revenue and expenditure each year and the following year’s budget to the People’s Majlis for the
latter’s approval.
The national objectives delineated for the current Plan period in the Maldives relate to
good governance through a streamlined, efficient public administration, sound administration of
justice and an up-to-date Constitution that is relevant to national affairs. Particular emphasis is
also being placed on improved court administration, the strengthening of legal education and
enhanced dispute resolution in the Plan period. The need to examine laws relating to marriage and
divorce and ensure legal literacy for women is also being recognized. A Family Law was passed
by the Peoples’ Majlis and ratified by the President in 2000. This law will come into effect on
1 July 2001.
Population and Demography
Trends in Population Growth
The current high rate of population growth in the Maldives is now a particular cause of
concern from the perspective of sustainable development. The growth rate peaked at around 3.4
per cent at the end of the last decade, since when it has fallen to 2.7 per cent, compared with
around 1.8 per cent as per the preliminary results of the 2000 census. The population increased
from 244,814 in 1995 to its current level of 269,010 (preliminary results of the 2000 census) and
is expected to reach 300,000 by the end of 2002 and to double by the year 2020. A recent UNDP
review mission noted that the rapid increase in population would have “negative implications not
only for the population-resource ratio, already under stress, but also for food, security,
employment, urbanization and the costs of providing and maintaining social infrastructure. The
high rate of population growth is a direct consequence of the significant improvements achieved
in the health sector, notably the marked decline in mortality and morbidity, which have not yet
been accompanied by a significant reduction in fertility. The current age structure of the
population and the prevailing fertility rates among adolescents and young women mean that, even
under relatively optimistic assumptions, the nation’s population will continue to grow for the next
50 years.”
Further, “of the many negative consequences associated with the high rate of population
growth, some of the most serious are linked to employment, as the demographic transition will
ensure that the demand for jobs in the years ahead will far exceed the rate of population growth.
Nearly half the population is under 15 years of age and in the next five years, around 26,000
additional young people will enter the workforce, with another 35,000 children enrolled in
primary school, ready to exert pressure on the labor market. Despite the considerable efforts
being made to improve the quality and relevance of primary and secondary education, all the
young people are, by no means, leaving schools equipped with the appropriate skills and
motivation required for productive employment, especially in the private sector. The current rates
of job creation and labor absorption are clearly insufficient to meet this challenge, with the

consequence that employment creation has the potential of becoming one of the nation’s most
critical development issues in the years ahead. The social problems that frequently accompany
youth unemployment are increasingly recognized as a potential threat to social harmony and
national unity.”
According to the latest available estimates, the population of the Maldives is 269,010
persons (excluding foreign nationals). Of this, 239,212 live on the administrative islands and
5,602 on the industrial and resort islands. The exponential growth rate for 2000 is 1.9. The annual
rate of population growth was 2.73 per cent for the 1990-1995 intercensal period. Over a quarter
of the population (25.54 per cent) lives in Malé, the capital. About half the population (46.4 per
cent) is under 15 years of age and half is of working age, that is, 15-64 years. Only 3 per cent of
the population is 65 years and older.
The number of foreign nationals working in the Maldives currently (excluding their
families) is approximately 27,716 and shall perhaps increase further as the garment industry
grows. In addition, at any time there would be between 10,000 and 20,000 tourists staying at the
resorts. The Government intends to keep a more accurate count of foreign nationals and their
families, their work and skills and place of residence to record the significance of this component
of the population and its implications for development planning.
Population Density
The population density of the atolls varies from a low of 8.7 persons/hectare in Laamu to
95.7 persons/hectare in Lhaviyani. The average density of the entire country is 26.1
persons/hectare. The island of Malé has a very high population density of 334.3 persons/hectare.
However, three islands including Hinnavaru (population 3,397) in Lhaviyani Atoll with 471
persons per hectare and Thulhaadoo (population 1,175) in Baa Atoll with 355 persons per hectare
exceeded the population density of Malé.
The trends in the female–to–male sex ratio are, like many other aspects of the Maldives,
different from the rest of the region. It shows that though the number of men per 100 females
remains higher, the trend is towards equalization. Figure 1 shows a steady declining trend in the
proportion of men per 100 women from 119 in 1911 to 105 in 2000. It increased marginally from
104 in the 1995 census to the current figure of 105. The absence of negative sex-based
discrimination against females at birth as well as through the life cycle, and improvement in
health services, could account for the improving trend in favor of women. Migration out of the
country is perhaps another factor contributing to the decline in the male population. Improved
census data collection methods could also be indirectly responsible as it is possible that in the
initial census rounds, women were not enumerated as authentically as men due to social
constraints of mobility and external interaction.
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The high sex ratio in Malé Atoll (224.16) is an evidence of the concentration of
population, largely male, on the mainland and in Malé. The sex ratio was lowest in Addu (83.97)
and Fuvammulah (91.46) Atolls, both being closest to Malé. Interestingly the sex ratio was as
high as 125.90 in Falidhu Atoll and 135.59 in North Ari Atoll. This is considerably above the
atoll average of 103.02. Overall the demographic patterns conform to biological norms in
situations of equality with more boys than girls being born, and fewer female infants dying as
compared to male infants. Overall, the data on deaths by age and sex reveals that fewer females
than males die. In this situation it is difficult to explain the sex ratio favoring males. Perhaps the
relatively high MMR in the reproductive age group, particularly on the islands, is responsible for
the gender disparity.
Recognizing the significance of updated and accurate demographic information, the
Ministry of Health (MOH) recently established the Health Information and Research Unit
(HIRU). A vital registration system database was developed and validated by HIRU in 1999 with
support from the World Health Organization (WHO). Validation studies were conducted in Raa
Atoll and Gaaf Ali Atoll. HIRU has also begun to prepare a vital registration manual to be
completed during 2000. It will be important to ensure that the manual incorporates gendersensitive indices as well as the methods of collection used. In order to streamline the health
management machinery in the country, MOH has initiated preliminary steps to launch a
geographical health information system (GHIS) to provide up-to-date information for facilitating
managerial decisions. During the year, the Indira Gandhi Memorial Hospital and other regional
hospitals also reviewed and upgraded their medical record systems. Three of the regional
hospitals established computer databases to collect morbidity and mortality data on women’s
reproductive health according to the International Classification of Diseases (ICD-10)1 format.
The International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) has specified seven
indicators that will be measured against the specified threshold value (see Table 2).

1

International Classification of Diseases, Tenth Revision, cited in Maldives Health Report 1999.

Table 2: Indicators Related to ICPD Goals
Indicator
Births attended by health professional (%)
Contraceptive prevalence rate
(15-44 years) (%)
Access to basic health services (%)
Infant mortality rate (per 1,000)
Maternal mortality rate (per 1,000)
Gross female enrollment rate at
primary level (%)
Adult female literacy rate (%)

Maldives
90

Threshold
60

15

55

79
32
202

60
50
100

128*

75

92.6

50

Source: State of World Population Report 1997.
*

This figure is not corrected for children who are older than the appropriate age level
for primary school due to late start, interrupted schooling and grade repetition.

The Maldives is rated well above the optimum value for three of the seven indicators:
gross female enrollment rate at primary level, adult female literacy rate and infant mortality rate
(IMR). The country can be rated as above the threshold where access to basic health services is
concerned, but needs to improve in terms of the contraceptive prevalence rate (CPR) and the
MMR.
Economic and Growth Trends
The Maldives stands out among the developing countries, particularly in South Asia, as
an exemplary case of phenomenal progress in spite of the severe physical constraints it faces in
terms of its dispersed islands, paucity of land-based natural resources such as water and
productive agricultural land, lack of rivers and streams, and availability of very limited material
for construction. A steady and strong growth in the tourism and fisheries industries resulted in an
annual rate of increase of over 8 per cent in the GDP during the period 1986-1996 (see Figure 2).
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The GDP per capita increased in real terms from US$470 to US$796 (at 1985 prices)
during the said period, at a rate of more than twice the population growth. During 1996-1998, the
economy of the Maldives grew by 8-9 per cent. This strong economic performance can be
attributed to favorable developments in infrastructure, communications, utilities, fisheries,
tourism and the manufacturing industries, particularly of garments, apart from the significantly
positive role played by the Maldivian Government (see Table 3). The growth during 1999 was
estimated to be around 8.5 per cent. The tourists arriving into the islands numbered more than
400,000, signifying an increase of about 10 per cent. This expansion in the tourism industry
created a spurt in the demand and expansion of construction-related and tertiary services, besides
fostering the growth of the transport subsector and further development of basic infrastructure
facilities. While the fisheries sector remained buoyant, fish exports declined because of a fall in
fish prices in the international market. The annual average inflation rate for 1999 was estimated to
be around 3 per cent.
Table 3: Composition of GDP, 1991-1997
(at 1985 constant prices)
Sector
1991
1992 1993 1994
1995
GDP
100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Agriculture
8.6
8.4
8.2
8.0
7.7
Fisheries
15.1
13.5
12.3
11.8
11
Manufacturing
5.8
5.9
6.1
6.2
6.2
Construction
8.8
9.1
9.3
9.1
9.3
Tourism
17.4
17.7
17.1
17.8
18.4
Transport
6.3
6.4
6.5
6.6
6.7
Distribution
17.4
18.1
19.1
19.1
19.3
Coral mining
1.8
1.8
1.8
1.8
1.7
Real estate
4.2
4.2
4.2
4.3
4.3
Services
5.8
8.9
6.2
6.3
6.5
Government administration
8.9
6.0
9.2
9.0
8.9

1996
100.0
7.3
10.7
6.1
9.7
19.1
7.1
19.4
1.6
4.2
6.4
8.4

1997
100.0
7.0
10.0
5.9
11.2
19.3
7.2
19.7
1.6
4.0
6.3
7.9

Source: Statistical Yearbook of Maldives, 1998 and 1999, Ministry of Planning and National Development.

The fiscal deficit worsened slightly in 1999 to 6 per cent of the GDP, in contrast to 5.3
per cent of the GDP in 1998. The expansion of the public sector resulted in increased expenditure
on wages and partly contributed to the increased deficit.
ADB’s Asian Development Outlook 2000 states, “While the country remains potentially
vulnerable to economic shocks because of its dependence on tourism and fishing, the economic
outlook for the medium term remains promising. Growth is predicted to be around 7 per cent in
2000, mainly strengthened by the increased inflow of tourists. Inflation is expected to average 3
per cent in 2000 and beyond.” The ADB analysis attributes this to a prudent macro-economic
policy stance and favorable external conditions. The sustained strong growth in the two key areas
of tourism and fisheries is also expected to contribute to a further fall in the current account
deficit to 6 per cent of the GDP during 2000 and 2001.
The Maldives has a relatively low unemployment rate. Current estimates suggest that
more than 20 per cent of the labor force constitutes expatriates and this figure is growing. The
islands’ rapid economic and social development and the reluctance of Maldivians to work as

unskilled laborers has necessitated recruitment of labor from the poorer, overpopulated
neighboring countries. While the primary school enrollment figures are extremely impressive for
both male and female children, this level of education is not adequate to enable them to work in
areas requiring skilled labor. This phenomenon of a young workforce, not adequately skilled and
not very willing to seek work in the unskilled job market, is fast becoming a very serious problem
in the Maldives. Consequently, the introduction of vocational training for women that is oriented
to the market demands is one of the key recommendations of this paper.
While major efforts are being made by the Government to mobilize domestic resources
by increasing the tax base and other forms of revenue and by reducing imports, the Maldives
continues to be critically dependent upon external assistance for development financing.
Human Resource Development
Alongside the islands’ impressive economic growth, there are encouraging signs of
improvements in human development as a result of the Government’s strong commitment to
improve the living standards of its population. This trend is reflected in the noteworthy
achievements in the fields of health and education, a fall in the infant, child and maternal
mortality rates, and the rise in life expectancy. The National Development Plans over the period
have emphasized an improvement in the living standards of the nation’s population, particularly
bridging the wide gap that exists between Malé and the outer islands in terms of the level of
services and opportunities available to the local populace.
Gender disparities have, however, not figured as a major concern in the earlier planning
documents. While the Fifth National Plan (1987-2000) has a brief section on Women in
Development (WID), the concept of gender has been introduced only very recently in the
planning process. In principle, the Maldives has ratified all international and regional charters for
women’s development and acted upon them with commitment. Perhaps what is needed now is a
systematic analysis of the situation of women, since both the economy and the gender disparities
related to it have changed significantly over the last decade. The last survey of women’s status
was carried out by MWASS in 1990.
It seems that the Maldives has had to pay the price of rapid economic development,
which has been concentrated in pockets, thus leading to congestion and pressures on the main
islands and the resultant rise in social evils such as juvenile delinquency, drug abuse, crime and
child abuse, all of which were almost unheard of in the traditional Maldivian society.
The UNDP Human Development Index and Gender Development Index
The first edition of the Human Development Report (HDR) of UNDP was published in
1990. Since then this annually published document has attempted to capture the position of
countries globally on a scale arrived at by using several composite indices to measure the
different aspects of human development. The Human Development Index (HDI) was introduced
in 1990 and subsequently, in view of the need to disaggregate the analysis by gender, the Gender
Development Index (GDI) and Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM) were presented in the
HDR of 1995. These composite indices attempt to measure gender inequalities in human
development. The GDI measures achievements in the same dimensions and uses the same
variables as the HDI but takes into account the inequality in achievement between men and

women. The GEM measures gender inequality relating to economic and political opportunities.
The HDI, GDI and GEM should be viewed not as absolute truths but only as indicators of trends
(see Table 4).
The UNDP’s HDI for Table 4: Comparative Indicators for HDI, GDI and GEM
Maldives was estimated to be
0.683 in 1995, compared with
Rank (1998)
the averages of 0.586 for all
Country
HDI
GDI
GEM
developing countries and 0.344 Bangladesh
146
121
67
for
all
least
developed Bhutan
142
countries.
The
Human India
128
108
Development Report 2000 Maldives
89
72
ranks Maldives 89th (as against Nepal
144
119
111th in 1995 and 95th in 1998) Pakistan
135
115
out of 175 countries, making it Sri Lanka
84
68
66
one of only two South Asian Source: UNDP Human Development Reports, 1999 and 2000.
countries to be classified as a
medium human development country. The GDI for Maldives in 2000 is 72 as compared with the
GDI of its neighbors like India and Pakistan, which stands at 108 and 115, respectively.
In spite of this positive ranking, two critical issues in human resource development need
to be addressed: (i) the acute paucity of qualified personnel with only about 130 persons, that is, a
mere 0.05 per cent of the population possessing graduate degrees. Due to the lack of any
institutions of higher learning within the Maldives, only select groups have access to higher
education abroad; and (ii) the rapidly changing traditional roles of women, and their increasing
economic emancipation resulting from the growth of the mainline fisheries and tourism sectors,
continue to face hurdles as these sectors are organized in such a way as to exclude women from
mainstream activities. Social restrictions on the movement of young women combined with
limited employment possibilities in the atoll and island communities act as impediments to
opportunities of advancement for women, particularly on the disadvantaged islands.
Consequently, a large proportion of the Maldivian women continues to be trapped in the
quagmire of early marriage, young motherhood, frequent divorce and remarriage, with a majority
of the women often ending up as victims of subservience in household decision making.
Impact of Development on the Environment
The nation is apparently paying for its rapid social and economic development, combined
with a high population growth. Environmental problems, once largely unknown, are rampant
today, especially in the areas of sewage and solid waste disposal, the depletion and pollution of
groundwater, excessive fishing in localized coastal zones, the unsustainable exploitation of some
marine species, the destruction of coral reefs and reef habitats, and coastal erosion, exacerbated
by coral mining in some locations. Some of these problems are increasing the vulnerability of the
Maldives to natural disasters. The Government has thus imposed a ban on the use of coral rocks
for construction, stringent solid waste management systems, and made the preparation of an
environmental impact assessment (EIA) mandatory for all new projects. The Government also
provides incentives for the import of cement for construction.

Chapter 3

Social Status of Women

Demographic Characteristics
In addition to the national census, which highlights the demographic trends described in
Chapter 2, two other more recent surveys provide extensive information on the demography and
reproductive health of women in the Maldives. These are the (i) Vulnerability and Poverty
Assessment Survey jointly published by MPNDP and UNDP in August 1998; and (ii) the
Reproductive Health Baseline Survey, 1999, published by MOH with support from the United
Nations Population Fund (UNFPA).
The improvement in mortality rates during the last two decades has helped to increase the
life expectancy of women from 48 years in 1978 to 72 years in 1995, as compared to the
corresponding age of 70 years for males (see Table 5). This came down marginally in 1997 to
70.15 and 69.2, respectively. Significantly, there is no dramatic variation between the rural and
urban life expectancy figures, as is the pattern in other developing countries. This is indicative of
the equitable access to health services that women enjoy in both Malé and the atolls.
Table 5:
Republic
Male
Female
Rural
Urban

1990
65
66
64
62
63

Life Expectancy at Birth, 1990-1995

1991
66
66
65
64
65

1992
67
67
65
67
68

1993
67
67
67
67
68

1994
69.1
68.9
69.3
69.0
69.0

1995
70
70
72
70
70

1997
69.62
69.20
70.15

Source: MOH 1998.

Health Indices for Women
The UNDP Vulnerability and Poverty Assessment Survey that covered all the 200
inhabited islands in the Maldives found no evidence of any discrimination against girl children in
terms of their access to health services. On the contrary, the IMRs among boys were observed to
be higher than those for girls. This conforms to the latest global trends, the reasons for which are
still not clear. The survey found the IMRs to be consistently higher for boys than for girls without
a single exception. Although both the sexes have equal access to health services, the health of
women reportedly tends to be inferior to that of men in the atoll and island communities that are
distant from health centers, perhaps due to constraints of travel to the health center.
High Fertility Rates
Some of the main difficulties encountered by the Maldivian women relate to childbearing, with women in the atoll communities giving birth to an average of six children in the
course of their reproductive lives. This high fertility rate is particularly prevalent among women
in the islands that are further away from Malé. In these remote islands there is a significant gap
between the desired and actual number of births, which stand at about 3 and 6.4, respectively.

One of the factors of the high fertility rate could perhaps be related to the high rate of divorce and
remarriage in the country. It is likely that women come under considerable social pressure to
produce offspring from each of their marriages. The incidence of contraceptive use is as low as
18 per cent as compared with India, for instance, which has a corresponding rate of 45 per cent.
The participation in and support to family planning measures by men is extremely low, with
contraceptive use rates hovering below 20 per cent for males as compared with over 80 per cent
for women. It is imperative to change this situation by focusing on educating men to check the
rapid growth of population as well as to control the rising incidence of HIV and AIDS infections
in the region.
Anemia is highly prevalent among pregnant mothers and women. One recent study has
estimated that more than 60 per cent of the pregnant women suffer from anemia. Another study
conducted in one atoll has estimated that 8 per cent of the women are below the cut-off point laid
down by WHO for mean haemoglobin levels for women. The frequency of multiple births
without adequate spacing between them is probably one of the factors responsible for this poor
health status among the Maldivian women.
The data on live births indicates a fall in the number of births from 6,101 in 1997 to 5,675
in 1998. Alarmingly, this number increased in the very young age group of 10-14 years from 3 to
12 within the same period, that is, it went up from a negligible level to 0.21 per cent (see Figure 3
and Table 6).

Table 6: Number of Live Births by Age of Mother
Age group
(years)
10-14

No. of Live Births
1997
1998
3
12

14-19

679

675

20-24

1,823

1,783

25-29

1,649

1,483

30-34

1,015

942

35-39

688

582

40-44

176

187

45-49

27

22

50-53

2

1

47

0

Not stated

Source: Vital Registration Data 1998.

Figure 3: Crude Birth per Thousand Population, 1991-1999
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Positive Attitude to Birth Control
The Government has been actively promoting the use of contraceptives and had set a
target of reaching a contraceptive prevalence rate (CPR) of 30 per cent by 1996. However, the
national user prevalence increased from a low rate of 10 per cent for 1993, to only 16.6 per cent
in 1996 and went up marginally to 18.5 per cent by 1998 (see Table 7). The data do not capture
the use of the conventional methods of family planning. There are also considerable variations in
CPRs between various atolls, ranging from a low of 7.4 per cent to a high of 34.1 per cent.
However, the knowledge of at least one method of contraception is nearly universal and the
attitude towards birth control among the local communities is also very positive, according to the
Knowledge, Attitude and Practice study conducted in 1991. Over 40 per cent of the women
wanted no more children, while 50 per cent felt that there should be at least a two-year gap
between pregnancies and over 40 per cent reported that their last pregnancy had not been planned.
The ideal family size was believed to consist of an average of 4.3 children. Apparently the
restrictions on contraceptives use due to religious reasons is not the primary cause of the low
prevalence of birth control methods. The reasons have more to do with limited knowledge among
the users and inadequate availability of related health services. All these data thus indicate a high
level of unsatisfied needs among the target audience to which the reproductive health program
needs to respond urgently. It must especially address the male population among whom the use of
contraceptives is significantly low vis-à-vis women.

Table 7:

Contraceptive User Rate by Atoll, 1996-1998
(percent)
Atoll
1996
1997
1998
Haa Alif
13.6
15.9
16.4
Haa Dhaal
14.4
17.9
16.1
Shaviyani
22.8
26.5
24.1
Noonu
19.2
21.7
24.0
Raa
18.7
20.9
19.6
Baa
16.9
21.5
24.7
Lhaviyani
22.5
24.4
26.8
Kaafu
31.1
28.2
34.1
North Alifu
28.7
29.9
28.3
South Alifu
22.9
28.0
26.9
Vaavu
29.6
29.6
23.6
Meemu
32.0
33.2
33.3
Faafu
11.4
16.4
12.5
Dhaal
28.5
26.2
25.9
Thaa
15.0
14.4
18.3
Laamu
19.9
30.0
24.0
Gaaf Alif
7.4
7.9
10.8
Gaaf Dhaal
8.1
10.3
14.6
Gnaviyani
10.6
11.3
12.8
Seenu
16.1
16.8
16.6
Malé
13.4
13.3
13.6
Republic
16.6
18.1
18.5
Source: DPH 1999.
There are two atolls that have a considerably higher CPR than the national average,
namely Kaafu Atoll with a rate of 34.1, and Meemu Atoll with 33.3. The CPR is lowest in the
Gaaf Alif and Gaaf Dhal Atolls, although it has increased appreciably over the last three years. It
would be interesting to prepare case studies of the four atolls showing marked differences in CPR
and document lessons for use in formulating health and family education programs.
The dramatic variations in the CPR for men and women reveal that the responsibility for
family planning in the Maldives appears to lie primarily with women. Interestingly, the CPR of
women has remained consistently high since 1995, at 81.6 for the Republic, and the pattern is not
very different among the rural and urban populations. Perhaps high literacy among women
contributes to their high acceptance rate of contraception. The corresponding user rate for the
male population is, on the other hand, dismally low. Although it is higher in the urban areas than
in the rural areas, the CPR among men in the urban areas surprisingly shows a downward trend
from 23.8 per cent in 1995 to 15.2 per cent in 1998 (see Table 8). The reason for this is difficult
to understand. Perhaps this could be attributed to the recent entry into the Maldives of a large

number of expatriate labor and migrants from distant islands, who may not be aware of the
methods of contraception. There is, on the other hand, an encouraging rise in the CPR among
men in the atolls.
Table 8: Contraceptive User Rate, 1992-1998
(percent)
Year
Total
1992
9.6
1993
10.8
1994
12.2
1995
14.7
1996
16.6
1997
18.1
1998
18.5
Source: DPH 1999.

Republic
Male

Female

18.4
18.2
18.7
18.6

81.6
81.8
81.3
81.4

Urban Malé
Total
Male
Female

11.5
13.4
13.3
13.6

23.8
26.6
19.9
15.2

76.2
77.4
80.1
84.8

Total

16.0
17.9
20.1
20.4

Rural (Atolls)
Male
Female

19.4
18.4
16.9
16.9

83.1
83.1
81.6
80.6

Infant and Child Health
One of the most significant achievements of the Maldivian Government has been its
success in bringing about a dramatic reduction in infant and child mortality rates in the country.
The IMR has gone down from a high of 156 per 1,000 live births in 1960 to just 20 per 1,000 live
births, according to the most recent estimates of the Government. During the last two years, the
IMR has become a crucial subject for discussion in the country since the Vulnerability and
Poverty Assessment (MDND/UNDP 1998) reported IMR rates of 62 for the Maldives, 67 for the
atolls and 37 for Malé. These figures were found to compare more favorably with the 1995
population census rate of about 85 rather than the rates established by the Vital Registration
System (VRS) as given in Table 9. While the controversy on the exact figures may continue,
there has clearly been a rapid and appreciable reduction in the IMR over the last 40 years. The
situation is expected to improve further with the establishment of regional health centers and the
enhancement of maternal and child health services on the islands as also better training of
foolhumas (traditional birth attendants).

Table 9:

IMR per 1,000 Live Births, 1991-1998

(no.)

Republic
Male
Female
Atolls
Male
Female
Malé
Male
Female

1991

1992

1993

1994

1995

1996

1997

1998

38
39
37
39
41
37
33
30
35

31
34
27
29
33
25
38
39
36

34
35
33
34
36
33
33
33
34

30
31
28
28
30
27
36
40
32

32
32
31
31
31
30
36
37
36

30
34
25
32
37
27
21
24
17

27
27
27
31
32
31
15
13
17

20
20
21
20
21
19
21
18
25

Source: MOH 1998.

Table 10: Under-5 Mortality Rate per 1,000 Live Births, 1991–1998

(no.)

Republic
Male
Female
Atolls
Male
Female
Malé
Male
Female

1991

1992

1993

1994

1995

1996

1997

1998

55
56
54
57
58
56
45
47
43

45
53
37
45
54
36
47
50
44

50
50
50
51
52
50
45
42
48

43
45
41
43
46
41
42
43
40

47
51
43
48
52
44
41
44
39

39
42
37
43
44
41
26
32
20

39
37
43
46
43
49
21
17
25

27
28
26
29
31
26
24
21
27

Source: MOH 1998.

As impressive as the fall in the IMR is the reduction in the under-5 mortality rate, which
went down from 55 per 1,000 live births in 1991 to just 27 per 1,000 in 1998 (see Table 10). The
rates are also consistently lower for females (except in 1997 when the rate stood at 43 per 1,000
live births) as compared to the rate of 37 per 1,000 live births among males. An analysis of the
age specific mortality rates (see Table 11) clearly indicates that while appreciable gains have been
made in bringing the IMR down, the MMR among women in the reproductive age group of 15-39
continues to remain high.

Table 11:

Age-Specific Mortality Rate per 10,000 Live Births, 1995-1998
(no.)

1995
Age
(years)

Both
Sexes

1996

Male

Female

Both
Sexes

0-4
87
93
5-9
8
9
10-14
6
5
15-19
8
9
20-24
10
4
25-29
12
10
30-34
12
16
35-39
20
24
40-44
35
28
45-49
43
45
50-54
78 103
55-59
144 142
60-64
183 199
65-69
331 353
70+
548 557
Source: MOH 1998.

81
8
7
7
16
14
9
16
42
40
53
147
162
299
534

62
5
3
5
5
12
8
31
35
64
57
154
230
373
763

1997

Male

Female

76
5
4
5
6
12
6
34
37
72
84
182
239
362
716

69
6
3
4
4
11
9
28
32
57
62
123
219
389
839

Both
Sexes

64
7
4
4
5
9
14
16
34
47
58
60
212
332
794

1998

Male

Female

60
8
6
6
6
11
15
11
35
61
81
162
209
336
721

69
6
2
3
4
9
13
21
32
33
67
125
214
328
908

Both
Sexes

Male

Female

56
8
5
6
5
10
14
11
31
61
80
165
211
312
694

64
6
2
3
4
9
13
21
28
34
66
123
211
298
865

59
8
4
4
5
9
14
16
29
48
73
144
211
306
1,699

The vaccination program in the Maldives has also made great strides and is an evidence
of the Government’s strong commitment to human development (see Table 12). The success of
the immunization program, especially the immunization of expectant mothers for tetanus, has
obviously contributed to the dramatic reduction in infant and child mortality rates. It has been
found that awareness about immunization is very high among women on the islands, which is
perhaps again linked to high literacy and the incidence of at least near universal primary
education, among the women.
Table 12: Vaccine Coverage, 1991-1998
(percent)
1991
1992
1993
1994
1995
1996

1997

1998

BCG
DPT 3

99
94

99
98

89
90

98
96

99
99

96
96

98
97

99
97

Polio 3

94

98

98

97

94

95

96

95

Measles

96

98

86

96

94

95

96

98

Tetanus

89

95

94

94

96

97

98

94

Source: DPH 1999.

Personnel Constraints in Health Services
The country relies heavily on expatriate health workers and doctors to operate its fast
developing health services. Recently, the Health Sciences Institute (HSI) was established for
training nurses and health workers, but Maldivian students are still encouraged and offered
support to enroll at medical schools in the neighboring countries including Nepal, Pakistan, India
and even Bhutan. There is no medical college in the Maldives and the country depends
extensively on overseas staff for medical support, as shown in Table 13. The augmentation of its

b

a

Bachelor of Medicine and Bachelor of Science.
Traditional birth attendants.

Source: MOH, 1999.

Health Personnel in Private Sector Outlets by Locals and Expatriates, 1989-1998
(number)
Year
1989
1990
1991
1992
1993
1994
1995
1996
1997
1998
Category
Exp. Loc. Exp. Loc. Exp. Loc. Exp. Loc. Exp. Loc. Exp. Loc. Exp. Loc. Exp. Loc. Exp. Loc. Exp. Loc. Total
a
Doctors (MBBS)
0
3
1
1
5
1
3
1
7
1
9
1 20
1 26
1 14
0 40
4
44
Doctors (Specialists)
1
0
1
0
4
0
3
0 10
0 14
1 16
1 22
3 15
0 19
4
23
Staff Nurses
0
0
0
0
1
1
1
1
1
1
4
1
6
1 23
1 24
0 31
2
33
Nurses
0
2
0
0
1
3
1
1
1 10
1 10
3 13
3 21
1 10
1 10
11
Community Health
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
2
2
Workers
Family Health Workers
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
b
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
Foolhuma
Pharmacists/Asst.
0
5 35 23 53 35 66 43 73 48 66 43 93 59 116 75 83 55 140 18 158
Pharmacists
Lab. Technicians
0
0
0
0
3
0
3
0
5
0
7
0 10
0 18
0
1
3
9
1
10
Public Health Mgmt. Staff
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
2
1
9
0
0
0
0
Other Paramedics
2
3
0
1
4
6
2
3
5
6
7
9
9 14 17 12
5
2
8
2
10
Total
3 13 37 25 71 46 79 49 102 66 108 65 157 89 227 114 152 70 248 43 291

Table 13:

skilled and technical human resource base is thus one of the most daunting challenges faced by
the country today. Excessive reliance on expatriate health staff is not only expensive but is also
creating social problems. While on the one hand, there is growing resentment within the country
against the practice of recruiting workers from abroad, the indigenous population, on the other
hand, is often neither imparted adequate training for the jobs, nor has it imbibed a strong respect
for work ethics, which is usually not required in the pursuit of traditional informal, home-based
economic activities.
Food and Nutrition
Nutritional Status
Protein-Energy Malnutrition (PEM): No large-scale surveys were undertaken until the
1990s to assess the nutritional status of the population in the Maldives. In 1994, the Ministry of
Health and Family Welfare conducted a national survey in collaboration with WHO and
UNICEF, but it covered only 5 percent of the total households in the country. The results of these
studies revealed that 16 percent of the children under five years of age were suffering from
moderate to severe wasting, 30 percent had moderate to severe stunting, and approximately 38
percent were underweight (see Table 14). The limited data available from previous studies shows
that the occurrence of severe malnutrition among children has not decreased since 1985. This is
mainly due to the prevalence of poor feeding practices. There is no extensive data on nutrition
trends in the country. Although growth monitoring is carried out regularly among children of up
to three years of age, wherein over 95 percent of the target population is covered, it does not seem
to have had any significant repercussions for children who falter in growth. It has been observed
that when growth faltering occurs, no attempts are made by the health workers to take special
care of the affected children or to counsel the mothers concerned.
Anemia: Anemia is a major
public health problem in the country.
Nutritional Profile of the Maldives
Approximately 82 percent of the
children, 68 percent of the pregnant • Per capita energy supply: 2,470 kcal/day (1994-1996)
women and 62 percent of the • Energy from cereals: > 40% (1994-96)
nonpregnant women suffer from • Children < 5 years underweight: 38% (1994)
anemia. As a result, parasitic • Children < 5 years stunted: 30% (1994)
infestation is widely prevalent. • Children < 5 years wasted: 16.7% (1994)
Thalassemia constitutes another • Body mass index < 18 in women: 19.8-22.1% (1995)
major problem in the Maldives, with • Low birth weight babies (< 2,500 g): 20% (1995)
approximately 18 percent of the • Prevalence of total goiter rate in school children: 23.6%
population reported to be carriers of
(1997)
the disease. There is no information • Prevalence of anemia in pregnant women: 68% (1991)
on the dietary intake of iron and its • Prevalence of anemia in children: 82% (1991)
bioavailability. Ninety-five percent • Exclusive breast-feeding in infants, 0-3 months: 8%
of the deliveries are conducted by
trained personnel and the incidence of low birth weight is 20 percent.

Table 14: Percentage of Under-5 Children with Under-Nutrition
(% of Children < 2 SD), by Age, 1996
Age (months)
0-6
7-12
13-24
25-36
37-48
49-60

Stunting
0.00
15.20
25.60
24.70
32.80
35.90

Wasting
0.00
14.10
16.70
22.80
16.20
17.40

Undernourished
4.10
27.50
39.50
48.20
53.20
52.60

Source: Maldives Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey Report.

Iodine Deficiency Disorder (IDD): According to a study undertaken by the Department
of Public Health (DPH) and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) in 1995, the rate of
occurrence of goiter among school children is 23 percent. Intervention strategies are thus being
evolved currently, prescribing the required amount of iodine through iodized salt for human
consumption.
Vitamin A Status
Data on the status of vitamin A intake is not available. However, related indirect
indicators such as nutritional status concerning breast-feeding patterns, anthropometric
measurements, prevalence of low birth weight, availability of food in the markets and households,
and incidence of parasitic and other infections suggest that the occurrence of subclinical Vitamin
A deficiency among the local population is likely. For this reason, a national survey on Vitamin A
status was recommended by the WHO Regional Office in 1996 but it has still not been
undertaken.
Feeding Status of Infants and Young Children
In the Maldives, about 8 percent of the infants are exclusively breast-fed from birth to at least up
to three months of age and in the rural areas, breast-feeding is often continued for one year.
Breast milk substitutes are, however, introduced to infants in the urban areas as early as at the age
of one month. The traditional weaning foods are millet gruel and legumes. It is unfortunate that
fish, which is available in the country in abundance, is not commonly used in child feeding,
which could alleviate malnutrition in children under 5 years. The Maldives has also not adopted
the international code of marketing for breast milk substitutes.
Constraints and Action Plan for the Future
The delivery of health services and related communication is often affected by
geographical constraints. Food security and the flow of food products to the remote islands that
have no agricultural production are vulnerable to bad weather conditions. Food sufficiency is
dependent on imported food, and distribution channels are controlled by the private sector. Fruits
and vegetables do not generally figure in the common Maldivian diet. As per the food production
index, there is a shortfall to the extent of 10 percent in the country’s food production and the daily
energy supply, as per the present requirement, falls short by 13 percent.

There is a need for building a good database on food consumption trends and the
nutritional status of the population. It has been observed that children’s weights are recorded
regularly but the health workers do not take any action in cases where growth faltering occurs.
This activity, therefore, needs to be constantly supervised and staff needs to be properly trained to
ensure adequate nutrition among the children. For this purpose, training institutes need to be
established and promoted for developing an efficient cadre of personnel to effectively handle the
country’s nutrition programs at all levels.
A total of 1,425 children in the atolls and 250 children in Malé were measured for height,
weight and arm circumference by the survey enumerators of the 1998 Vulnerability and Poverty
Assessment. The data obtained were analyzed with the assistance of UNICEF by using special
software to assess the extent of both wasting and stunting among the children. Wasting and
stunting were considered to exist when observations fell outside of two standard deviations from
the distribution applicable to the world population.

Figure 4: Prevalence of Low Birth Weight
(weight < 2,500 g at birth)
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Source: Nutrition in South-East Asia 2000, WHO Regional Office for
South East Asia, New Delhi.

Although the above revelations should be regarded as approximations rather than hard
facts, they are a genuine cause for concern. In the case of wasting, prevalence rates of 8-15
percent are not uncommon among children in many developing countries (see Figures 4 and 5).
However, prevalence rates in excess of 15 percent are usually indicative of the seriousness of the
situation. These figures for the Maldives are far higher than the danger level, both for stunting
and wasting (see Table 15).

Figure 5: Prevalence of PEM in Children less than
5 years in Southeast Asia
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Source: Nutrition in South-East 2000, WHO Regional Office for
South East Asia, New Delhi.
PEM = protein energy malnutrition.

Table 15: Extent of Stunting and Wasting, 1998
(% of population in age group 1-5 years)
Location
Malé
Atolls
Nation

Stunting
Boys
14
37
31

Girls
18
49
41

Wasting
Average
16
43
36

Boys
22
39
35

Girls
42
63
58

Average
30
50
45

Source: Vulnerability and Poverty Assessment 1998, MDND and UNDP.

A comparison of the survey’s results with other data on malnutrition in the Maldives
supports the view that there has been no significant improvement in this area in the last 16 years.
On the contrary, the available evidence points to an overall worsening of the situation, which can
be attributed to a range of factors including faulty dietary habits and preferences, poor infant and
child-care practices, and the high incidence of diseases like diarrhea, acute respiratory infection
and worm infestation. The incidence of acute anemia among many mothers, partly attributable to
hookworm infestation, is also an important causative factor for the alarming health situation.

Public Health
Disease Control: Despite the fact that the Maldives is a small country with limited
technical know how and resources, it is extremely appreciable that several of the diseases that
result in high morbidity in the neighboring countries of Bangladesh, India, Nepal and Pakistan
have either been eradicated here or have very low transmission rates. Even dreaded diseases such
as malaria, tuberculosis and leprosy have been controlled at manageable levels. Sexdisaggregated data is not easily available for disease prevalence and is also not considered
significant from the gender perspective as the prevalence and transmission rates are so low that
one can safely conclude that the access to detection and treatment of these diseases is equal for
men and women. Tables 16 and 17 show a steady and appreciable decreasing trend in the
occurrence of diseases in the Maldives over the last decade. Effective implementation of future
surveillance strategies will be the key for sustaining this positive disease control scenario in the
country.

Table 16: Tuberculosis Situation, 1991-1998
1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996* 1997 1998
Total cases under treatment
Incidence rate (sputum positive)
(per 1,000 population)
Prevalence rate (sputum positive)
(per 1,000 population)
Incidence rate (sputum negative)
(per 1,000 population)
Prevalence rate (sputum negative)
(per 1,000 population)

676

673

443

142

163

108

115

98

0.55

0.41

0.58

0.51

0.50

0.45

0.39

0.35

1.23

0.78

0.57

0.32

0.40

0.23

0.25

0.19

1.15

1.22

0.73

0.48

0.40

0.41

0.28

0.33

1.84

2.13

1.28

0.25

0.26

0.20

0.19

0.18

Source: DPH 1999.
*1996 figures revised.

Table 17: Leprosy Incidence and Prevalence Rates in Maldives, 1991-1998

Total cases under treatment
New cases under treatment
Incidence rate (per 1,000 pop.)
Prevalence rate (per 1,000 pop.)

1991
279
58
0.26
1

1992
265
57
0.25
0.90

1993
165
34
0.14
0.60

1994
152
35
0.14
0.50

1995
113
37
0.15
0.3

1996
71
26
0.10
0.20

1997
21
31
0.11
0.08

1998
17
18
0.06
0.62

Source: DPH, 1999.

HIV and AIDS
Only 10 HIV positive cases were reported in the Maldives until 1998 (see Table 18).
However, anecdotal evidence points to an increasing trend in the detection of positive cases,
which are perhaps not reported. There is only one hospital in Malé that is equipped to conduct the
necessary tests for detection of HIV.

Table 18: HIV Surveillance, 1991-1998
1991
7,119
1
0

Screened
Positive (national)
Positive (foreign)

1992
4,206
0
0

1993
4,525
1
0

1994
4,814
1
0

1995
26,720
4
1

1996
33,725
1
11

1997
30,747
2
19

1998
41,312
0
17

Source: DPH 1999 (1997 figures up to end-September).

Drug Abuse
An official recognition of the drug abuse problem in Maldives came in 1977, and the first
legislation was passed the same year. Subsequently it was amended in 1995 to distinguish
between illegal drug suppliers and consumers. The former are punished severely, but the latter
now have the opportunity for rehabilitation at the only center set up for the purpose, equipped
with trained staff, on Himmafushi Island close to Malé. In June 2000, 144 persons participated in
the rehabilitation program, of which 15 were women. The youngest client was only 13 years old.
Second time arrests for drug abuse, however, preclude the option of rehabilitation and the
offender is instead given a 15-year jail term. The increasing population pressures, resulting in
overcrowding particularly in Malé and the rapid changes in society due to changing occupations
and the breakdown of the joint family system, have all contributed to the increasing drug abuse.
The rise from one case in 1977 to 235 cases in 1998, in the 16-24 age group, is certainly a cause
for concern (see Table 19).

Table 19: Drug Abuse Cases Reported by Age, 1977-1998
Age
<16
16 – 24
25 – 39
40+
Total

1977
0
1
2
0
3

1989
0
8
13
1
22

1992
3
30
5
0
38

1993
11
88
53
3
128

1994
6
70
49
7
122

1995
13
98
20
6
132

1996
22
128
81
10
241

1997
18
175
89
9
291

1998
51
235
135
39
460

Source: Ministry of Defence and National Security 1999.

Drinking Water and Sanitation Facilities
The overall national figures indicating the people’s access to safe drinking water and
sanitation facilities are quite high. National statistics quote a figure of 92 percent for drinking
water. But other estimates place the figure at 82 percent for water and 84 percent for sanitation
coverage. An analysis of the drinking water situation was also made a part of the 1998
Vulnerability and Poverty Assessment. It was reported that the Maldivian society traditionally
depends on shallow wells for access to the islands’ freshwater lens and that these wells are now
increasingly polluted, especially due to the percolation of human wastes below the earth’s surface
largely caused by the introduction of modern methods of sanitation with soak pits. Further
excessive mining of groundwater has resulted in salinity intrusion, and desalination plants have

become a necessity on the islands, or else they may eventually become unfit for human
habitation.
In recognition of this problem and the declining quality of well water in many islands,
high priority has been accorded to the construction of both collective and individual rainwater
tanks and rainwater collection schemes, with the aim of ensuring that the atoll population has
access to at least 2 liters of rainwater per person per day. This policy has greatly facilitated the
shift from usage of well water to rainwater in many islands. Rainwater tanks, both concrete and
PVC ones, which are finding increasing usage, are a familiar sight in many island schools and
health centers. The management and cleanliness of these tanks is often overseen by members of
the women’s development committee.
The Vulnerability and Poverty Assessment shows that in almost all atolls, rainwater is
now more widely used than well water as the main source of drinking water. The Government
considers properly stored rainwater to be safe for human consumption, except during the
occurrence of epidemics. In accordance with this position, rainwater, regardless of whether it has
been treated prior to use or not, has been considered safe for consumption. Unsafe water is
defined as untreated well water. In keeping with this definition, the Survey estimates that 9
percent of the population has no access to safe potable water, with this figure increasing to 12
percent in the case of the atoll population.
Water shortages constitute a more serious problem than the lack of access to safe
drinking water. According to the Survey, one quarter of the atoll population experienced periods
during the previous year when there were insufficient supplies of drinking water. The shortage
was particularly pronounced in some southern atolls including Alif Dhekunu Buri, Vaavu,
Gnaviyani and Meemu, where almost one half of the population experienced shortages of
drinking water.

Sanitation
In Malé, most households are connected to a closed sewerage system in which sewage is
disposed of through outlet pipes to the sea. Although the situation in the atolls shows a marked
improvement in this area, most households are still dependent upon more traditional methods of
waste disposal. An indication of the improvements recorded can be obtained by comparing the
results of the 1998 Vulnerability and Poverty Assessment with the results of the 1990 Population
and Housing Census. The comparison reveals that the percentage of the population without access
to toilet facilities decreased from more than 60 percent to 20 percent during the said period. This
improvement was witnessed in all the atolls with the exception of Seenu, where the percentage of
the population without access to sanitation facilities appears to have increased from 10 percent to
15 percent over the eight-year period under study.
More than one half of the atoll population uses the available toilet facilities and one in
four members of the population makes use of an open area surrounded by walls (gifili). The
situation appears to be most conducive for proper sanitation in the atolls in the central and north
central zones, where more than 80 percent of the population has access to toilet facilities. One in
five of all persons in the atolls, however, still has no access to any kind of toilet facility.

Although the sanitation situation is improving, the growth of toilet facilities for the atoll
population may signify only marginal improvements for environmental health. Many of the toilet
facilities, including the traditional ones, discharge gifili sewage and human wastes into the
groundwater. This groundwater is still used in many islands for cooking, washing and even as
drinking water.

Education and Training Facilities
The Maldivians have traditionally placed a high value on and given priority to education.
Regardless of their sex, all the children attend school and acquire the basic skills of reading and
writing Dhivehi as well as Arabic and religious education. The public demand for basic education
continues to be very strong. The foundations for the near universal primary level education and
increasing opportunities for secondary and postsecondary education as well as attempts to provide
tertiary and technical training were perhaps laid by this strong tradition of learning in the country.
But howsoever impressive may be the gains in the education sector, the Government cannot
afford to be complacent, especially on issues of access to higher education for children from the
atolls, particularly girls. There is also a need to strengthen the indigenous resource of well-trained
teachers to cater to the expanding education sector and reduce reliance on expatriate teachers for
sustaining the gains made in this sector in the past three decades.
The formal school system consists of government schools, community schools and a few
private schools. In 1998, community schools accounted for 43 percent of the seats in the Republic
and 48 percent in the atolls. Government-run schools, on the other hand, accounted for 41 percent
and 12 percent were run by private organizations. The Government is gradually taking over the
community schools and upgrading the infrastructure while also trying to improve the
teacher/student ratio. An Education Master Plan for 1995-2000 was prepared with ADB
assistance to guide investments in the sector. The Education Development Centre has been paying
careful attention to gender equality in producing textbooks for the national primary school
curriculum since 1984.
Quick Profile of the Educational Status of Females
•
•
•
•
•

Preschool – no difference between girls and boys
Primary (Grades I-VII); secondary education by the year 2000 – no gender differences
Lower secondary (Grades VIII-X) available in Malé, atoll education centers, and two regional
schools – evidence of falling enrollment of girls
Upper secondary (Grades XI-XII) only available in Malé – restrictions on movement of girls
from the atolls to Malé further brings down the proportion of girls in upper secondary.
Postsecondary (Institute of Teacher Education, Institute of Health Sciences, Maldives
Institute of Technical Education, and Institute of Management and Administration) –
disadvantaged position of females in earlier education interferes with their access to these
institutions as they are unable to qualify to study in them. Plans are being made to build
boarding facilities in Malé for students of these postsecondary institutions, under the
Maldives College of Higher Education.

Literacy Rates
The Maldives recorded an adult literacy rate of 87 percent as early as 1970, much higher
than the average of 48 percent for developing countries. By 1998, its adult literacy rate was 98
percent, comparable to those prevailing in developed countries. While English education started
much later, a very high percentage of Maldivians today are able to read and write their own
language, Dhivehi.

Primary and Secondary Education
There is an increasing trend in enrollment for higher education over the period 19901999, with a 60 percent growth from 62,946 in 1990 to 101,081 in 1999 for the Republic as a
whole (see Figure 6). But there is a markedly contrasting trend between Malé and the atolls. In
Malé there has been stagnation in enrollment, while in the atolls, enrollment went up by 74
percent during the 1990s, perhaps due to better facilities having been created in the atolls. In fact
until 1985, the opportunity to complete primary education up to Grade VII was available only in
the capital, Malé, as a result of which the number of girls completing primary school was less
than boys. Arranging travel to and accommodation in Malé is more difficult for girls than for
boys. However, it was after 1990 when Grade VII education became available in the atoll schools
that the enrollment of girls for secondary education increased; in fact the enrollment of girls in
Grades VIII, IX and X is slightly higher for girls both in the atolls and in Malé. There are equal
opportunities for participation in extracurricular and co-curricular activities for both boys and
girls.

Figure 6: Student Enrollment
(gross)
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The composition of enrollment in different kind of institutions has also undergone a
change from 1990 to 1999. The share of government institutions in the total enrollment has
increased from 39 percent to 49 percent, while the combined share of community and private
institutions has fallen during this period (see Figure 7). This is because the Government is
gradually taking over the community schools in an effort to upgrade them and bring about some
uniformity in the level of education on the islands that had so far pursued an education policy in
keeping with their financial status.
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A comparison of the percentage shares of males and females in the total enrollment for
all grades for the period 1996-1999 shows a constant share of 51 percent for males and 49 percent
for females over this four-year period. The percentage share of females in the total enrollment has
increased for all grades over these four years except for the primary grade (Grades I-V) where it
has declined. A distinct difference is observed in this regard between Malé and the atolls. While
the enrollment is fairly stable across all grades for the former, for the latter there is a sharp drop in
enrollment after Grade VII and another sharp drop after Grade X. This implies that very few
Maldivians living in the atolls go in for higher education. This is significant for both men and
women since education is considered to be a means of social and economic empowerment.
The Government has been
Table 20: Secondary School Enrollment in
offering a few scholarships to enable
Atoll Schools
the island children to pursue
secondary education at the Southern
Year
Female
Male
% Female
Secondary School (SSS) since 1998.
1995
911
862
51
These are open to students of the
1996
1,090
1,050
51
islands, which do not have facilities
1997
1,587
1,524
53
for secondary education, with equal
1998
2,380
2,128
53
opportunities for both boys and girls.
1999
3,445
3,053
53
Tables 20-23 reflect that while the
enrollment rates have increased at the secondary school level, there is a falling enrollment trend
for females at the upper secondary level.
The accessibility to schools
appears to be the greatest
impediment for island children
pursuing secondary and/or higher
education (beyond Grade VII). Some
of the remote islands in the atolls
still do not have secondary education

Table 21: Upper Secondary Enrollment in Atoll
for Females
Year
1996
1999

Female
107
192

Male
200
265

% Female
34
42

facilities. No matter how bright the students may be, if they do not have secondary schools in
their home islands, they cannot obtain
Table 22: Girls Taking GCE O-Level Exams
secondary education unless they go to
another island or atoll where it is
Year
Female
Male
% Female
available. Traveling to other islands in
1998
1,031
1,122
48
the same atoll or to another atoll
1999
1,075
943
53
coupled with boarding and lodging
involves high costs and the aspiring
Table 23: Girls Taking GCE A-Level Exams
students often find it difficult to get
accommodation in the capital Malé
Year
Female
Male
% Female
and the two islands of Seenu
1998
85
113
43
Hithadhoo
and
Haa-Dhaal
1999
62
113
35
Kuludufushi, which have the southern
Source: Ministry of Education.
and northern regional schools,
respectively. Several other atolls now have opportunities for secondary education as well.
However, even if a student were to travel to another island to enroll, accommodation has to be
arranged on a “home-stay” basis. This has its own problems. Therefore, parents tend to hesitate in
sending girl-children outside their home islands. More than 80 percent of the students in the three
largest co-educational schools in Malé, namely, EPSS, MES and Ahmedhiyya School, are from
the other islands.
Each of the 20 atolls have atoll education centers (AECs) and at least two schools provide
secondary education. Most of these AECs provide education up to the Grade X level. The
students have the opportunity of appearing for overseas exams, that is, the GCE ordinary level
exams of the University of London Schools Examination Board, and the CPE and FCE (English
exams) of the Cambridge University Examination Board. Since no arrangements were made for
the atoll students to pursue A-Level studies, only those students who could afford to travel to the
capital Malé and got accommodation there eventually got the chance to study for the GCE ALevel examination. However, it is proposed to start A-Level studies in 2001 in Baa AEC in
Kydhafushi; Southern Secondary School (now Muhibbuddin School) in S. Hithadhoo would be
starting A-Level studies in 2001; and Northern Secondary School (now Jalaaluddin School) in
H.Dh. Kulhuddhufishi will start A-Level studies within the next few years. Table 24 shows the
best 10 GCE O-level and GCA A-level results.

Table 24: Best 10 GCE O-Level and GCE A-Level Results
Year
1997
1998
1999

Female
2
5
14

Male
10
7
6

% Female
17
42
70

Female
6
3
6

Male
18
7
14

% Female
25
30
30

Source: Statistical Yearbook of Maldives 1999, MPND.

These constraints pose similar problems for both boys and girls, but the problems are
compounded for girls as the safety aspect of travel and “proper” accommodation for them comes
into the picture. In 2000, three female students from SSS who got admission to the highly
competitive Science Education Centre (the only government institution with formal A-Level
classes) could not attend classes, because they could not get accommodation in Malé. Table 25
shows from 1975 to 2000.

Table 25: Admission Data for Science Education Centre, Malé, 1995-2000

M
95

1995
1996
1997
1998
1999
2000
F
T M F
T M F
T M F
T M F
T M F
T
74 169 137 69 206 118 92 210 124 92 216 215 162 377 245 163 408

NB: Science Education Centre, Malé, is the only institution that has been offering formal education for
Grades XI and XII since 1979.

The only logical solution to this problem appears to be to (i) start A-Level classes in the
regional schools of SSS and Northern Secondary School in 2001 in the near future, as planned,
and to start these classes in AECs in the other atolls in the distant future; and (ii) to provide
boarding facilities for students in the two regional schools in the near future, and in AECs in the
other atolls in the distant future.

Nonformal Education
Youth and adults who have not been able to profit from the formal education system are
provided with opportunities to complete extended basic education at an accelerated rate through
nonformal education. Under the Condensed Education program implemented by the Non-Formal
Education Centre (NFEC), out-of-school youth and people beyond school age can complete
Grades I-VII in three years. The course is usually offered at an AEC and is usually taught by
primary teachers in the evenings. The NFEC also conducts courses in Thaana and Arabic
Calligraphy, Dhivehi, and Thaana Typing. Short skills development programs including
Embroidery and Sewing, First Aid and Carpentry are also conducted. Other institutions such as
the Institute of Health Sciences, the Institute of Hotel and Catering Services and the Maldivian
Institute of Technical Education also conduct short-term vocational education programs. In 1999,
349 students participated in various education programs of NFEC; of these 245 (70 percent) were
women. Nonformal educational programs, particularly in the fields of population and health
education, are targeted at students of primary and secondary schools, out-of-school youth,
teachers and community leaders and adults.
The Literacy and Neo-Literacy Program was launched in 1980. The NFEC delivers
literacy in one atoll a year through a network of volunteers identified by the atoll chief. The
volunteers provide one-to-one instruction for a two-month period in basic reading, writing and
mathematical skills. At the end of the tutorial period, the students take the literacy test. When the
program was launched the literacy rate was estimated at 70 percent. The one-atoll-a-year process
is in progress and will be continued till the present adult literacy rate of 98.84 percent reaches 100
percent. Educational and awareness-raising programs are broadcast by the Voice of Maldives and
Television Maldives.

Educational Attainment
There is hardly any difference between the number of male and female students from
preschool to Grade X. However, the number of female students in postsecondary institutions is
less than males. Even though there has been no comprehensive study or research done to find out
the reasons for this gender disparity, certain contributing factors have been identified. The major
factors, which contribute to gender disparity in enrollment in postsecondary institutions, are

(i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)

Younger age of marriage for girls (early marriage of teenagers);
Motherhood at younger ages (including teenage pregnancies of young brides);
Lack of opportunities for secondary education in some island schools; and
Lower level of educational attainment of girls because they could not spend
adequate time in schools.

Because of these factors, fewer girls meet the entrance requirement to enroll in tertiary
institutions both in the Maldives and abroad in overseas universities and colleges.

Education Sector Personnel
The student-teacher ratio declines as one progresses from lower grades to higher grades,
the decline is particularly noticeable for the lower secondary level and even more at the higher
secondary level (see Figure 8). Table 27, “Teachers and Pupil-Teacher Ratio by Locality,” shows
that this ratio has not changed across the atolls, perhaps indicating the problems of attracting
trained teachers to the remote islands.
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The fact that women in the Maldives are not able to achieve empowerment through higher
education is shown in the low number of women among graduate teachers, although there is a
fairly high number of nongraduate female teachers (see Tables 27 and 28). This contrast may also
be a reflection of the social mores restricting access to higher education for women.

Table 26: Permanent Teachers Serving in School by Locality, 1998
Trained
Locality
Republic
Malé
Atolls

Graduate
Local
Male
Female
50
21
24
12
26
9

Expatriate
Male
Female
411
144
154
64
257
80

Nongraduate
Local
Expatriate
Male
Female
Male Female
646
1,114
142
118
97
427
69
85
549
687
73
33

Untrained
Graduate
Locality
Republic
Malé
Atolls

Local
Male
Female
30
5
11
2
19
3

Expatriate
Male
Female
78
27
42
19
36
8

Nongraduate
Local
Expatriate
Male
Female
Male Female
104
155
47
14
36
69
2
7
68
86
15
7

Source: Statistical Yearbook of Maldives, 1999.

The gender disparity at the
Table 27: Number of Teachers in 1999
supervisory level is even more glaring
(Maldivian only)
but self-explanatory (see Tables 29-31).
The percentage of females at higher
Total
Trained
Graduates
levels of management reduce to a point
F
M
F
M
F
M
where there are no principals or assistant
2,045
1,119 1,213 676
15
65
principals in the atolls. Three of the 49
64%
64%
23%
headmasters/headmistresses are women Source: Statistical Yearbook of Maldives, 1999.
and four of the 73 are assistant
mistresses. While the situation for mid-level improves in Malé, none of the principals of the five
schools is a woman.

Legal Rights and the Political Status of Women
The Assembly in the Maldives
Table 28: Supervisors Trained under Schoolincluded women from the outset. In
Based Supervision Programs, 1994-1999
comparison to other nations in Asia, it
was Mongolia which, by recognizing the
Level
F
M
% Female
electoral rights of women as early as
1
83
246
25
November 1924, stands out as a pioneer.
It was not before the 1930s that things
2
33
139
19
changed in Sri Lanka (1931), in Thailand
3
17
77
18
and the Maldives (1932), in Burma, now
Myanmar (1935) and in the Philippines (1937). Only after the Second World War did women in
most other Asian countries gain the rights to vote and to stand for election. For instance, the
People’s Republic of China granted political rights to women on 1 October 1949, followed a few
months later by India. Bangladesh, the last born of the independent states of the region, concluded

the process on 4 November 1972, or
nearly 50 years later and 12 years before
Europe. Among the island states, in
Tonga a woman was not elected to
Parliament until 15 years after its
inception and some 30 years after women
were granted electoral rights.

Table 29: Heads and Management Staff
at Atoll Schools, 2000
Position
Principal
Assistant Principal
Headmaster
Asst. Headmaster

F
0
0
3
4

M
3
12
46
69

% Female
0
0
6
5

According to the Constitution,
most recently revised in January 1998,
Table 30: Heads and Management Staff
being male is a necessary qualification to
at Malé Schools, 2000
be elected as the President or VicePresident of the country. Women have
Position
F
M % Female
equal rights to vote and have the right to
Principal
1
5
17
seek public representative office, except
Deputy
Principal
2
1
67
the office of the Head of State. The total
Senior Asst. Principal
3
2
60
number of eligible voters among women
Asst.
Principal
12
6
67
was lower than men by 6,688 in the
November 1999 elections. However, they Source: Paper presented at a seminar on “Women as Partners in
Development,” Malé, 11-35 April 2000.
had a higher voter turnout percentage of
84.3 as compared with 71.2 for men, indicating widespread political awareness among women.
The first political party set up in the Maldives in the early 1950s consisted of 4,741
members of whom nearly one third were women. In the same party two women and three men
were elected as honorary chairpersons. In addition, the advisory committee to the party consisted
of three women and 13 men. Today, despite legislation, women’s participation in the national
political sphere and in leadership positions in the decision-making process is extremely low. The
total number of elected women in the 1999 elections was two. Since there are also three other
women among the eight nominated by the President, the total number of women MPs is now five,
that is, five out of 50 or 10 percent.

Women and the Economic Environment

Chapter 4

Employment and Work – General Trends
There has been a very visible discrepancy between the increase in population and growth
in the Maldivian labor force. Between 1985 and 1990, the labor force grew by only 1.5 percent
and there was a heavy reliance on expatriate labor from Sri Lanka, India, Pakistan and
Bangladesh. This slow growth rate in the labor force is attributed to shifts in the age structure of
the population to a larger proportion of younger men and women, lack of availability of trained
personnel, and a relative decline in the number of working women. The atoll female labor force
participation rate (LFPR) fell from 72 percent in 1977 to 20 percent in 1990. During the same
period, the LFPR, which declined only marginally for males from 25 percent to 22 percent
between 1985 and 1990, was less steep and more evident in the atolls. Subsequently, the LFPR
has been increasing for women but has not touched the 1977 levels. This decline has been mainly
due to the reduction in the women’s traditional involvement in fish-preservation (dry fish)
activities as a result of the mechanization of the fishing industry and the export of raw rather than
dried fish, as also because of limited opportunities for higher education. Although there are no
restrictions on women’s right to receive higher education, the lack of safe and convenient hostel
facilities has hindered girls from joining educational institutions in far-off islands. Women have
also been unable to benefit from the boom in the tourism industry due to certain economic and
geographical factors and because the industry offers no provision for the families of workers to
live on the resort islands.

Table 31: Labor Force Participation Rate of the Age Group 15+ (%)

Maldives
Malé
Atolls

1977
M
90
84
92

F
62
25
72

Total
77
60
82

1985
M
78
75
79

F
24
18
26

Total
52
51
52

1990
M F
77 20
73 22
79 20

Total
50
51
49

1995
M
73.0
59.5
72.0

F
26.0
25.8
27.0

Total
51.00
42.65
49.50

Source: Trends from Secondary Data Sources 1991, Women’s Status in the Maldives. Preliminary
results from the1995 Census, MPHRE 1998.

The trend of women’s reduced LFPR began to reverse after the advent of the 1990s when
the setting up of several garment industries offered women some increased opportunities for
joining the labor force. The higher proportion of the workers continues to be from neighboring
countries. The decline in women’s LFPR is particularly evident in the atolls and therefore any
analysis of this trend must dissociate the situation of the women in Malé from their counterparts
in the far-off islands, where agriculture and fishing are the main sectors for female employment.
Employment opportunities for women have not kept pace with development in the
country, with women from the islands being particularly disadvantaged. Women on the atolls
continue to have large families and spend most of their time at home, caring for their families
while the men leave their homes for fishing, or migrate to the other islands for employment. In
some atolls, one half of the households are headed by female members. Women are, however,
more involved in the traditional but unpaid tasks of community life such as the education of their
children in traditional or religious schools, sweeping the island, beaching dhonis (Maldivian

boats), cooking meals or preparing food for community events. Women’s domestic work and
their contribution to the national economy are also not reflected in the computation of the GDP.
While their LFPR has declined, women are engaged in activities such as fish processing,
agriculture and craft making that are based at or near their homes to enable them to
simultaneously take care of their children and shoulder their other domestic responsibilities.
There are few avenues for wage employment on the islands. In Malé where women have greater
access to wage employment, in all likelihood, they bear the double burden of work both inside
and outside the home. Facilities such as child-care services that support women’s participation in
employment are absent.
Socioeconomic changes in the
Employment Trends for Women in the Maldives
islands have also reinforced the
segregation of tasks between the sexes and • The female labor force participation rate (LFPR)
exacerbated inequalities between them.
fell from 72 percent in 1977 to 20 percent in 1990.
Women traditionally processed the fish
• Women have been unable to benefit from the
caught by the men, producing “Maldives
boom in the tourism sector because of economic
fish” that was recognized as a delicacy,
and geographical factors.
especially in Sri Lanka. When the • Facilities such as child-care services that support
women’s LFPR are absent.
“Maldives fish” formed the main
merchandise export of the country, the • The growth of tourism has caused a decline in
traditional cottage and handicraft industries in
LFPR of women was over 50 percent
some of which women traditionally participated.
which, at the time, was one of the highest
•
Girls have limited opportunities for higher
in
the
developing
world.
The
education, which reduce their employment
modernization of the fishing industry has
potential.
enhanced
opportunities
for
men,
• Female LFPR in agriculture went down from 54
motivating them to increase their catch
percent in 1977 to a mere 7.7 percent in 1995.
and sell it to collection vessels. The fish is • In some of the islands such as Huraa and others
subsequently exported in frozen form or
frequently visited by tourists, many of the craft
processed at the canning factory. These
shops are managed by women.
developments have significantly curtailed
opportunities for women to engage in fish processing and, as a result, their LFPR in economic
activity declined to 21 percent in 1985, falling further to 19 percent in 1996. Today the Maldives
has one of the lowest rates of economic participation by females in the world. Women appear to
be working as unpaid family laborers rather than as paid workers with cash income.
The rapid growth of the Maldivian tourism industry has significantly increased
employment opportunities for men, but not yet for women and families. The work requires men
to move to and live on the resort islands away from their families and “home” islands. Maldivian
women, on the other hand, have resisted work for which they would have to travel away from
their homes because of continuing traditional beliefs about the role of women, and culturally
induced fears of women’s exposure to “moral” danger or external influences that are inconsistent
with the prevailing cultural and religious mores. In 1996 of the nearly 5,000 Maldivians
employed in the tourism sector, less than 100 were women.
The men working overseas or in Malé remit most of their incomes to their home islands,
which has further reduced the need for women to earn independent incomes. The rise in
household incomes brought about by the growth of tourism has contributed to a decline in the
traditional cottage and handicraft industries, in some of which women traditionally participated.

Another factor that has contributed to a decline in women’s LFPR has been the lack of
opportunities to continue their education beyond the primary or secondary level. Accordingly,
they tend to marry and begin their families shortly after finishing school.
New developments in the industry such as the establishment of canning and garment
factories have provided limited opportunities for Maldivian women in the workforce, despite
special transport arrangements being made for them to travel to the workplace. For example, at
the tuna-canning factory in Felivaru, only 30 women are employed from the neighboring islands
as against more than 100 women from Sri Lanka. The willingness of Sri Lankan female workers
to work longer hours for lower wages has also allowed them to dominate the garments sector.
In recognition of the low LFPR of island women in economic activities, the National
Development Plan had recommended implementation of programs for the economic
empowerment of women with the aim of enhancing the women’s decision-making abilities and
promoting their access to assets and resources. However, these programs often serve to reinforce
their domestic roles (by offering sewing and embroidery courses, for instance) rather than
creating job opportunities for them in the growth sectors (see Table 32).

Table 32: Percentage of Female Employment in Government Sectors
Sector
Commerce
Construction
Education
Electricity and water
Fisheries and agriculture
Health and welfare
Services
Tourism
Transport and communications
Total
Total Number

1985
5.7
0.8
0.5
1.9
79.7
0.7
10.7
100.0
1,936

1990
6.7
0.6
38.2
0.7
1.6
16.4
27.0
0.5
8.5
100.0
3,531

1994
9.6
0.5
33.5
1.1
3.2
18.5
28.3
0.4
4.8
100.0
5,193

1997
10.8
0.7
34.1
0.4
0.8
21.6
27.8
0.5
3.4
100.0
6,767

1998
7.04
0.65
32.01
0.8
14.45
17.31
21.87
0.31
5.26
100.0
9,306

Source: Statistical Yearbooks, 1998 and 1999.

While there are no exact figures for underemployment, the 1998 Vulnerability and
Poverty Assessment estimated that the potential labor force in the Maldives has been
underestimated by at least 10 percent and that approximately one third of the country’s labor
force can be estimated to be underemployed.

Women in the Civil Service
There are very few women in high positions in the Government at present (see Table 33).
Traditionally women were mostly involved in child rearing and domestic activities until recently
(till the 1960s). For this reason, very few women joined the workforce and worked their way up
to senior positions. However, things started changing a little when English education was
introduced in the Maldives in the 1960s in both government schools (Majeediyya School for boys
and Aminiya School for girls). Opportunities were given to boys and girls to complete Grade X
and appear for the GCE O-Level exams of the University of London Schools Examination Board.

But this opportunity was not available in the island schools. There was thus a migration of
students to Malé from the other islands to pursue higher studies in these two government schools.
As more boys than girls completed Grade X, they found employment in the government and
private sectors. Very few students, and that too mostly boys, were able to go abroad for higher
education.
Although there is an
Table 33: Women in Senior Government Positions
increase in the number of
women who do manage to
Designation
2000
1996
secure
good
secondary
1
1
education and get tertiary Ministers
State
Ministers
0
0
education from overseas
Deputy
Ministers
0
6
universities and colleges,
0
9
women still face certain Director General and Executive
Directors
problems that prevent them
National
Security Services Officials
8
0
from devoting long hours in
Atoll
Chiefs
0
0
the workplace and hence
Directors
14
14
competing with men to attain
14
9
higher
posts
in
the Deputy Directors
22
12
government (see Table 33) Assistant Directors
6
10
and private sectors. Women People’s Majlis
20
still have to take care of their Appointment to Committees
families and children. The
traditional system of grandparents and extended family members looking after the children is no
longer practically possible as they too have joined the workforce. Baby-sitting and child care are
thus real problems faced by working mothers today, especially in Malé which comprises over one
third of the total Maldivian population. However, it is encouraging to note that husband and wife
teams have started working together to take care of their children, thus replacing the women in
their traditional child care roles. This is more prevalent in couples who are in their 30s or younger
still, where one or both partners might have had the benefit of a good education.

Poverty Indicators
The income poverty line for the Maldives, that is, the cut-off point for the availability of
adequate cash for basic household needs, has been defined to start at Rf600 (US$51). According
to this definition, 40 percent of the rural population falls below the income poverty line. About 15
percent of the population is estimated to subsist with an income of Rf75 per day or less. The 1998
Vulnerability and Poverty Assessment has estimated the annual average household monetary
income to be Rf1,300-1,800 (US$68-111). Nearly 25 percent of the most impoverished
population is found to live on the 19 islands of the Republic. Dependency on imported foodstuffs,
uncontrolled market prices for most foods and an inflation rate of 7.6 in 1997 have lowered the
purchasing power of many households. The consumption of fruits and vegetables is confined to
the higher income group of the urban population. It is estimated that 6 percent of the population
suffered due to a food crisis during the previous year.
The Assessment indicated that 22 percent of the country’s population has a daily income
of less than Rf10 (equivalent to US$0.84). Nearly all the people falling in this category reside in
the outer islands. It also revealed that the average daily income for the Malé region is estimated to

be three times that of the outer atolls, indicating that the benefits of development have not
reached the majority of the population. Vulnerability as measured by access to the economic and
social infrastructure was found to be highest in the small and distant islands. However, there is an
emerging urban poor class in Malé, which faces severe constraints of space and livelihood. While
organized child labor is nonexistent in Maldives, there has been recent anecdotal evidence of the
exploitation of island children, particularly girls, who have been studying in Malé and living with
families as part-time domestic labor.

Chapter 5

Culture and Gender

Traditional Social Structure
Although it is geographically widely dispersed, the Maldives society is relatively
homogenous, connected by two critical bonds of language and religion. Islam was introduced to
the Maldives in the 12th century and in 1155 the entire nation was converted after the decree of
the king who took the title of “Sultan.” In addition to the local language, Dhivehi, which is
spoken throughout the country, English is also widely used and is the most popular medium of
instruction in schools. This has helped students from the Maldives to access higher education in
neighboring countries in South Asia as well as other countries such as Australia, New Zealand,
Singapore, Malaysia and the United Kingdom. In 1995, during the preparation of the Education
Master Plan, the use of Dhivehi as a medium of instruction at the primary level was proposed.
However, discussions with parents at the atoll level clearly pointed to a preference by parents and
teachers to keep English as the medium of instruction, with Dhivehi being taught as a second
language and as the medium of instruction for teaching Islam (religious studies).
Though the traditional kinship system is patrilineal, early historical records reveal the
existence of female rulers and instances of inheritance of power through the female line. The
succession to the throne was maybe originally to younger brothers of the king and, in the absence
of brothers, to a daughter and her sister as in the Sri Lankan dynasties.
Maldivian society takes great pride in its uniqueness and is greatly influenced by
traditional values, such as a preference for the extended family system. Traditional Maldivian
society was stratified at the beginning of the 20th century into the royalty, upper class, middle
class, and local class. This stratification is no longer well defined due to the social mobility made
possible by the spread of education and promotions in the private and government sectors. There
are three different levels of address in the Maldivian language even today: one for the royalty and
the upper classes, including officials; another for the middle classes; and a third way of
addressing local classes. A fourth informal form is used for conversation with close friends, one’s
children and sometimes younger members of the family.
Respect for parents and elders of the family are very important values and hence children
from all levels address their parents and elders respectfully in the upper or middle forms of
address. Professionals such as teachers and doctors, magistrates, high government officials and
community leaders are also addressed in the higher forms of address.

Traditional Status of Women and Gender Division of Labor
The Maldives is traditionally a seafaring nation. Men usually go out to the sea to fish; the
women help in cooking and smoking of fish. The latter has developed into a cottage industry. In
the few farming islands, the men plough and till the fields while women help with the planting of
seeds and harvesting of crops. As men spend long hours at sea, it is the traditional role of women
to look after the children and the home.
At present there is one woman in the Cabinet (Minister of Women’s Affairs and Social
Security) and five women in the Parliament. However, even after three decades of development,

there are very few women in high-level positions both in the government and private sectors.
Present-day society in the Maldives is, by and large, dominated by males, particularly in senior
government positions. Women, however, enjoy many liberties in their day-to-day lives as
compared with their counterparts in many other Islamic countries in the region. They have a high
degree of physical and social mobility, equal right and access to education and health services,
and the freedom to select or divorce their spouses.
Writings of ancient sources such as Al-Idrisi (who lived 1099-1168) and the famous
traveller Ibn Batuta evidence ancient roots of the liberal atmosphere prevailing today with regard
to gender relations. To quote Al-Idrisi, “All these islands have a chief (ra’is) who unites them,
protects and defends them, and makes truce according to his ability. His wife acts as an arbitrator
among the people and does not veil herself from them. When she issues her orders, her husband,
the chief, though he is present, does not interfere with any of her ordinances. It has always been a
custom with them that a woman arbitrate, a custom which they do not depart.” Ibn Batuta writes,
“Their womenfolk do not cover their heads, not even their queen does so, and they comb their
hair and gather it at one side.”
In 1995, during the preparation of the Education Master Plan, the use of Dhivehi as a
medium of instruction at the primary level was proposed. However, discussions with parents at
the atoll level clearly pointed to a preference by parents and teachers to keep English as the
medium of instruction, with Dhivehi being taught as a second language and as the medium of
instruction for teaching Islam (religious studies).
The first formal school for boys started in Malé in the 1920s and for girls some 20 years
later in 1944 as a branch of the boys’ school. So men have clearly had a headstart in education
over women. However, “modern” English education for boys and girls was introduced at the
same time in the 1960s. As women pursue higher education at home and overseas, the number of
women who have a college education is gradually increasing. Since they were able to get the
same education as men, women started joining government offices and were paid as much as the
men for the same jobs.
Today, even though women have attained higher levels of education and some success
with careers, it has become very difficult for them to balance career development and success
with caring for children and families. With the traditional extended family support in childrearing slowly disappearing and no organized child-care facilities available to replace this system,
it is a big challenge for women to balance a successful job or career and manage their families
simultaneously. This is certainly one factor that would hinder women from contributing equally
as men in senior posts in the government and private sectors.
In the 1995 census, the economically active Maldivian population numbered 66,887, a
3.1 per cent per annum growth in the 1990-1995 intercensal period. During the same period, the
number of foreign nationals working in the Maldives grew by an annual rate of 16.5 per cent.
Foreign nationals comprised 21.7 per cent of the total workforce in 1995 and their participation in
the labor force has increased more than threefold from 1988 to 1996.
The LFPR of the Maldivians aged 15-64 is just under 50 per cent. Even if Maldivians
replaced all foreign nationals, it would still be below 70 per cent. The reasons for the relatively

low LFPR is to be carefully examined by the Government in the Plan period and strategies put in
place to address the situation.

Female Sexuality and Marriage
Although the average marriage age is rising, particularly in the larger and more
developed islands, many Maldivians marry at a very young age, often as young as 15 years.
Registration of marriages and divorces is mandatory. Arranged marriages, though prevalent
earlier, are no longer popular, Under Shari’ah law, men are allowed to marry more than one
woman but the man may not be married to more than four wives at any one time. All wives must
be treated equally and the man must possess means to look after his multiple wives and their
children. There is however, a declining trend in men following this practice. According to the
1995 Population and Housing Census, only one in 11 of all men were married to more than one
woman at the time of the Census. Traditionally marriages were arranged until about 50 years
back. Today most people in the Maldives choose their own marriage partners. However, parental
consent is very important. Since the Maldives is a 100 per cent Muslim country, the bridegroom
has to ask the bride’s father for his daughter’s hand in marriage and this is essential for the
Islamic marriage ceremony. Divorce is also simple and grounds for obtaining divorce are simpler
for husbands. The current high rates of divorce and multiple marriages are a cause for great
concern, particularly due to the impact of this phenomena on the fertility rates of women. Some
estimates place the divorce rate as high as 75 per cent of all marriages registered.
In earlier times during the Sultanates, marriage partners were chosen from the same
social level. However, it was acceptable for a man of higher status to marry a woman of lower
status. When this happened, the woman was automatically elevated to her husband’s social level.
Maldivian culture and traditions are closely linked with religion; Islam and Islamic
Shari’ah (law) govern life. The father is the head of the household and it is his religious duty to
provide for his wife and children.
Girls and women will have a legal guardian, normally the father, no matter how old they
are. If he is not alive, then the grandfather; if he is not alive, then a brother who should be more
than 15 years in age; if the brother is younger than 15, then an uncle, etc. These stipulations are in
accordance with the laws of Islam. A man, thus, has in principle more legal responsibilities
towards his family.
Women, like men, have a right to their own property, whether they are married or not.
According to Islamic Shari’ah a man inherits twice as much as a woman. However, the man is
obliged to care for his family as well as provide for his wife and children and whoever is in his
guardianship such as younger sisters, aunts, nieces or nephews. A woman does not have such
legal obligations.
In Islam divorce is said to be the last resort in case a marriage fails, after having tried to
resolve differences over a period of time. But the high incidence of remarriage among the same
couples indicates that divorce is not operating as it should be, that is, as the last resort. There are
seminars and media campaigns at government and community levels to strengthen family bonds,
for instance, the new Family Bill passed by the People’s Majlis and ratified by the President in

2000, which will come into effect as of 1 July 2001. It is hoped that this would have a positive
impact on the family system and reduce divorce rates.
Divorced women often face very difficult problems, trying to raise young children and
managing a job to earn a living. This becomes even more difficult if they do not have a
supportive family. In such situations, if men give support and maintenance to their children as
they are supposed to do, according to the laws of Islam, then the children would not have to face
any hardships. But in practice, a large proportion of women are faced with the burden of bringing
up a family on their own without much financial support from their ex-husbands. Now there are
government programs to ensure that men carry out their family obligations to their children.
There are no strong stigmas attached to divorced women; divorced women have an equal
chance as men for remarriage. It is not uncommon for women to have a better marriage the
second time round. Remarriage is very common in the Maldives. It is quite normal for children of
both partners from their previous marriages to live as an extended family. But this poses many
problems, such as the children sometimes finding it difficult to accept a step-parent as a parental
figure.
Premarital sex is prohibited in Islam for both men and women. Extra-nuptial births bring
great shame to the family and are punishable by law. The girls or women involved are always
punished for this crime, but the man involved can only be punished if he confesses and claims
paternity or if there are four witnesses (which is highly unlikely). Fortunately, such girls are not
ostracized by family or society.

Female-Headed Households
The only systematic current enumeration of female-headed households was found in the
report of the 1998 Vulnerability and Poverty Assessment. The definition of a female-headed
household adopted by the assessment was not confined to a household in which the wife of
mother is without a husband as a consequence of death, desertion or divorce. It was defined more
broadly in terms of the person regarded by household members as being the head of the
household. Overall, around one in three of all households are headed by a woman. Variations
were evidenced between atolls, with the percentage of female-headed households reaching around
one half of all households in some cases. Interestingly, no major differences were found between
Malé and the atolls and three out of four women replied that their position as head of household
was based on their “desire to be in-charge”.
Female household heads when asked to enumerate the main hardships they encountered
grouped them into three main areas: financial difficulties and problems of generating an income
along with household responsibilities, child-rearing obligations, and difficulties in fulfilling roles
traditionally played by men. No major difficulties or hardships were reported by a large number
of women with regard to management of the household.

Chapter 6

WID-Related Government Policies,
Programs and Institutions

Introduction
Planning for the development of women has evolved gradually in the Maldives. The
country has not witnessed a strong women’s movement as in some of the neighboring countries
because gender equity appears to be a part of the Maldivian psyche and is in line with the global
evidence of greater equity among the island populations. However, it must be recognized that
gender is not a static concept and it varies from region to region and changes over time. While
government policies for the advancement of women have been intrinsic to the development plans
of the country, the actual translation of these has evolved slowly and perhaps needs a greater
thrust with the changing economic scenario (see Table 34).

Table 34: Historical Evolution of the National Machinery
for the Advancement of Women
1979
1981
1986
1989
1993
1996
1998
2000

The Preparatory Committee for the International Decade for Women was established
under the then National Planning Agency.
The Preparatory Committee was renamed the National Women’s Committee to act as a
focal point for women’s development under the Office of the President.
• The National Women’s Committee was renamed the National Women’s Council
(NWC).
• An Office for Women’s Affairs was created, charged with the responsibility for
promoting women’s participation in development.
The Office for Women’s Affairs was upgraded as the Department of Women's Affairs
(DWA).
The DWA expanded and was elevated to a full-fledged Ministry, and was renamed
Ministry of Youth, Women’s Affairs and Sports (MYWAS).
The MYWAS was renamed the Ministry of Women’s Affairs and Social Welfare
(MWASW).
The name was changed again to the Ministry of Women’s Affairs and Social Security
(MWASS).
The Gender Equity Council (GEC) was established to replace the National Women’s
Council (NWC).

National Machinery for Women’s Affairs
The Government is committed to broadening the role of women and their effective
participation in all aspects of society. A National Policy on Women (NPW) was formulated in
1996 through a process of wide-ranging consultations at all levels throughout the country.
Implementation of the policy is one of the objectives of the Fifth National Plan, 1997-2000. The
goal of the policy is to achieve a socially and morally justified partnership of women and men in
human-centered development on the basis of equity and social justice. The NPW covers a wide
range of areas: health, education, economy, media, politics, leadership and legislation. This policy
document will be implemented via the National Plan of Action on Women in Development
(NPAWID).

The establishment of a formal machinery for women’s affairs can be traced to 1979 in
response to the need to prepare for the International Decade for Women. A Preparatory
Committee for the International Decade was set up under the National Planning Agency. It was
renamed the National Women’s Committee in 1981 and acted as a focal point for women’s
development directly under the office of the President. In 1986 the Committee was renamed as
the National Women’s Council and acts as the advisory body to MWASS.
The Office for Women’s
Affairs was created in 1986. Three
years later it was upgraded to be a
•
full-fledged
Department
of
Women’s Affairs, functioning
•
directly under the Office of the
President. The Department of
Women's Affairs was responsible
•
for facilitating and organizing
programs for social and economic
•
development of and to strengthen
their capacity to enable full
•
participation
in
mainstream
national development. Further
upgradation to a ministerial level
followed with the establishment of
•
the Ministry of Youth, Women’s
Affairs and Sports (MYWAS) in
•
1993. More reshuffling of
portfolios in 1996 resulted in the
•
setting up of the current
incarnation of the Ministry for
Women’s Affairs and Social
•
Welfare (MWASW). In 1998, the
name of this Ministry was further
changed to Ministry of Women’s
Affairs and Social Security (MWASS).

Functions of Women’s Sections
Conduct programs to increase women’s participation in
the economic and social development of the country.
Conduct advocacy and awareness programs for decisionmakers regarding gender equality, and training programs
related to the issue.
Mainstream women’s concerns into the national
development plans.
Conduct research on women regarding economic
development programs in order to find out the status of
women.
Take the responsibility of contacting different
international organizations in order to finance the
women’s development programs, according to the
established mandate of the Government.
Work as the focal point for collaboration with
international organizations regarding women’s issues.
Guide and advise the women’s committees and women’s
organizations.
Work to reduce the problem of early marriages and the
high divorce rates existing in the country by joining
forces with the government departments concerned.
Conduct awareness programs regarding the issue of early
pregnancy and childbirth in alliance with the other
ministries concerned.

Ministry of Women’s Affairs and Social Security
MWASS consists of four sections, namely, the administrative and budget section; the
social security section; the unit for the rights of children, and the women’s section.

Gender Equality Council
The National Women’s Council was dissolved in December 2000 with the establishment
of the GEC. The mandate of the GEC is as follows:
•
•

Guide and advise MWASS on issues for which help is sought;
Incorporate women’s development programs into national development
programs;

•
•
•
•
•
•

Promote gender equality to ensure that women and men benefit equally from
national development;
Advise MWASS on measures to eliminate gender discrimination and violation of
women’s rights;
Assist MWASS whenever and wherever required;
Represent the Maldives at different national and international forums should
MWASS request the GEC to do so;
Advise and assist MWASS on follow-up actions of international/regional action
plans on gender equality; and
Conduct networking among the members of the National Women’s Council with
a view to enhancing the gender component in their respective ministries.

Island Women’s Committees
IWCs were established on 1 January 1993, by the National Women’s Council under a
recommendation of the Second National Conference on Women. They were established in
inhabited islands to increase women’s participation in community activities and national
development, in addition to the ward committees, which were established on 8 October 1982.
These committees are semi-NGOs working under the guidance of MWASS. The members of the
IWCs consist of women elected from the island community. The island chief is the advisor to the
committee.
There are 215 IWCs altogether. Some IWCs are well organized and have successfully
involved women in activities related to the social development of the island such as the
construction of women’s mosques, schools and health centers and the renovation of school
buildings. Economic development projects have proved less successful.
It has been reported that women sometimes are not clearly aware of the purpose of IWCs
or that they were seen as a means to increase women’s participation in island and atoll
development projects. In one survey, women expressed a desire to play a wider role in
community activities but were unable to articulate how this could be achieved.2

Women’s Development Centers
UNICEF, in 1989, initiated a program of building women’s development centers in the
islands. Thus now there are 11 women’s centers opened and another three to be opened in the
coming years. Ten of these were established by 2000.
The women’s development centers are built on specific islands, which have neither a
health center nor a hospital, in addition to inhabiting a population of more than a certain number.
Furthermore, the islands were chosen in consultation with the atoll administration and the atoll
chiefs. Once the island is chosen, the construction of the center is the responsibility of the
islanders. Materials required were provided by MWASS.

2

Situational Analysis of Women and Children in Maldives, UNICEF, 1998.

Women’s Development Centers
The main objectives of these centers are to provide a hygienic environment during childbirth and
to serve as a place for the isalnd women’s committees to carry out their development activities.
Apart from this, they also aim
•
•
•
•

To provide antenatal and postnatal clinic services;
To facilitate the work of the family health worker in his/her overall health
service delivery; and
To conduct maternal and child health programs.

The main activities of these centers are to
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Maintain antenatal and postnatal clinics;
Conducting health sevice delivery;
Assist the health teams in their immunization programs;
Ensure the protection of children’s rights;
Facilitate the provision of health services by family health workers;
Conduct awareness programs on maternal and child health; and
Carry out women’s development activities.

On completion of a center, MWASS provides the equipment, management training and
guidance. These centers are to be managed and administered by IWCs once MWASS provides
the training. Thus the center becomes the responsibility of IWCs.
The performance of the centers has been quite impressive, particularly in resource
mobilization for the atolls’ development. However, they do not play an equal role in the use of
the resources. Their role in overall administration and development of atolls can be further
improved. In recent years, the project has faced several difficulties such as limited availability of
resources for construction, as well as problems in training and supervision due to the dispersed
nature of projects. Furthermore, it appears that IWCs are not seen as a priority on the islands.

Chapter 7

Partners in Development:
The UN System, Bilateral Agencies
and NGOs

Introduction
The economy of the Maldives relies heavily on partnerships with external support
agencies (ESAs), both for financial support for its investment plans as well as for technical
assistance for planning and human resource development. ADB is one of the foremost partners,
although the lack of its official presence in the country has, to some extent, kept it out of the dayto-day activities of the donor community. Consequently, one of the key strategies proposed in
this paper is for ADB to work closely with the UN System to address identified gender concerns.

The United Nations System
The UN System has a significant presence in the Maldives through the resident offices of
UNDP, UNICEF, UNFPA, WHO and United Nations Volunteers. The UN agencies have assisted
the Maldives since the mid-1970s in the development of infrastructure, extension and distribution
of services, training of personnel, and strengthening of institutions. In addition the UN System
supports MWASS for ad hoc activities. Over the last two years (2000-2001), this included the
United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) support to participation of
government delegates at the 24th session of the Convention for the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and at the 23rd special session of the UN General
Assembly. UNDP provided similar support for one participant to the Regional Workshop on
Statistics and Gender. UNIFEM also supported the 3rd Beijing Biennial Meeting in Malé in
September 2000. The future UN poverty reduction program for the Maldives will concentrate on
strengthening island development committees (IDCs) and IWCs, human resource activities, and
promoting small enterprises and microcredit for community-initiated infrastructure projects.
Since 1999, the UN System in the Maldives has worked to synergize and consolidate the
activities of the various agencies. A UN Gender Theme Group was formed to coordinate activities
and work with MWASS and GEC. The Group has been instrumental in initiating several
capacity-building workshops to deliberate on issues of gender with senior government personnel,
NGOs and educational institutions. The Group has also produced the final draft of the report “20
Years of Women and Development” to be released in the year 2001. The report is very
significant as it includes a review of progress in the field of gender and development over the past
20 years and also highlights the continuing constraints. The work of the Group revealed that
additional programs and projects are needed to address gender and development issues and enable
women to become empowered and self-reliant. The UNFPA-executed project Empowerment of
Women has been a significant first step in this direction, despite a number of implementation
problems. Substantial work was carried out and discussions were held for an interagency costshared project to build the institutional capacity for the management of gender issues within
government, especially MWASS. UNFPA provided support for advocacy for the project concept

of the GMS,3 although it was not possible to implement the actual GMS mission. In the year
2001 the Group will continue to focus its efforts on establishing the GMS.

United Nations Development Programme
UNDP supports the Government’s decentralization and regional development projects.
Activities laying the groundwork for decentralization will focus on training atoll administration
staff to establish development cells in more than half of the atoll offices. Parallel measures would
aim to strengthen the capacities of IDCs and IWCs as they become empowered to formulate local
development plans under the new framework. The thematic group on gender is also coordinated
by UNDP and priority is accorded to mainstreaming gender concerns in transformation strategies.
Women are targeted as both beneficiaries and partners.
For financial programming purposes, UNDP core resources (US$2.967 million) are being
disbursed over the period 1997-2000. They are complemented by Global Environment Facility
(GEF) funding for about US$1.5 million, as well as project cost sharing from the Government
and funding agencies for an expected total of US$5.5 million. This makes the total Common
Country Framework (CCF) program of the value of US$10 million. The strong intentions for
gender mainstreaming are reflected in the allocation of UNDP core resources to program
components aimed at women’s advancement, with a target of 20 per cent of the total
Transnational Resources and Action Centre resources.
UNDP also administers the United Nations Capital Development Fund (UNCDF). The
Fund has supported the construction of health centers at the atoll level. This helped to introduce
family planning services at this level. Similar complementary support has been provided by
international NGOs like the Voluntary Service Overseas, Save the Children, Redd Barna and the
International Human Assistance Program.

United Nations Population Fund
The main substantive focus of UNFPA’s Country Programme for 1997-1999 is growth
with equity and sustainable livelihoods with interventions under the theme of governance. If the
resource mobilization target is attained, it will bring total resource availability to more than
US$8.1 million for this program cycle. UNFPA’s Second Country Programme for the Maldives
(1998-2002), which amounts to US$4.5 million in core and multi-bilateral funds, includes the
following areas: reproductive health, population, and development strategies, and population
advocacy. An Empowerment of Women Project is also being undertaken in cooperation with the
European Union. Projects supported by UNFPA include data collection (census), population
education, and maternal and health care services. Specific assistance has been channelled by the
European Union to MWASS for population-related activities to be implemented in partnership
with other ministries concerned. The project cost is Euro160,922.

3

GMS stands for Gender Management Systems, an approach towards gender mainstreaming pioneered
by the Commonwealth Secretariat. The Government and MWASS are keen to implement the GMS.

United Nations Children’s Fund
UNICEF’s contributions have been primarily to the water and sanitation sector. It has
also supported population-related activities by developing human resources and strengthening
institutional capacity in the health and education sectors; and strengthened Mother and Child
Health/Child Survival (MCH/CS) management through the various stages of its child survival
program. It has helped in the expansion of primary and preschools in the atolls and in developing
infrastructure for IWCs through construction of women’s centers in selected islands. UNICEF’s
role in reducing infant and maternal mortality rates and in increasing access to education through
strategic initiatives involving local communities has been significant.
During the last two years the focus of the UNICEF Country Office has been on
mainstreaming gender. Activities for gender advocacy, research, and capacity building of
partners/staff include projects such as Gender Mainstreaming and Policy Planning (1999-2002).
The core components of the project are (i) to promote the participation of women as equal
partners with men in the mainstream process of socioeconomic development; (ii) to facilitate the
effective coordination and convergence of effort among ministries concerned and develop an
intersectoral approach for the empowerment of women; (iii) to increase the awareness and selfconfidence of women to develop their individual potential and to empower them to function as
self-reliant agents of individual, community and national development; (iv) to integrate gender
issues into sectoral plans and programs and widen awareness on the Convention on the Rights of
the Children (CRC) and the CEDAW; and (v) to increase awareness of gender inequities at
family, community and national levels.
The core strategies adopted by the project include capacity building by increasing the
information, knowledge and skills relevant to issues related to the rights of children and women at
different levels of government and community; promoting legislation and enforcement in
conformity with the CRC and CEDAW; and communication and social mobilization and
strengthening national and community processes for assessing and analyzing gender disparity. It
is proposed to establish a database that will help in assessing the existing situation with respect to
gender and child rights disparities. The database will also help in monitoring changes in such
disparities. This will include small-scale action-oriented research that would generate baseline
data. The progress of the activities is to be closely monitored using very specific indicators.
Some other projects that have gender issues integrated in the main programs are the
“ECCD” and the “Quality Education Project.” While the former ensures that all books, radio and
television programs are gender-sensitive, the latter focuses on 22 of the most underserved
schools/islands to reduce any disparity in learning achievement.
The UNICEF program contains various approaches for improving the health and wellbeing of mothers and children, including education. The focus is now on improving the quality of
the social services. Lack of water and also water quality are major issues in the outer islands, and
UNICEF is at present providing community and household water storage tanks in the atolls. For
the year 2001 UNICEF has provided US$22,800 to MWASS for the Gender Mainstreaming and
Policy Planning project.

World Health Organization
WHO’s program in the Maldives is at the level of approximately US$1 million. Its
contribution to human resource development in the health sector, especially the training and
upgrading of skills of community health workers, family health workers and traditional birth
attendants, has been noteworthy. WHO has been the executing agency of UNFPA’s child spacing
service delivery project.

The World Bank
The World Bank has provided a loan of US$14,653,000 for the secondary education and
training project (1995-2000). The project supports policy-based investments in basic education
and skills development to (i) improve primary and secondary education quality, targeting
opportunities for the poor; (ii) reduce the shortage of teachers at the primary and secondary levels
by focusing on the atoll teacher needs; (iii) upgrade atoll primary teachers; (iv) make secondary
education more widely available in the atolls; also to focus on increasing female participation
and, by developing the scope and mechanism for cost recovery in government schools, to support
improvements in education quality; (v) reduce skill shortages by increasing the suitability of
national skill training programs and making these more sustainable and upgrading staff at the
health, vocational management and teacher training institutions; (vi) increase the economic
responsiveness of, and access to, postsecondary fellowship training opportunities; and (vii)
strengthen financial management of the education sector.
To date, the Maldives has received six credits from the World Bank, three of which have
been in the fisheries sector. The three fisheries projects, an airport upgrading project in Malé, and
education and training projects have been completed. A third World Bank-assisted education and
training project was signed on 25 April 2000, for a total of US$19.7 million, of which the World
Bank provided 17.9 million and the Government of Maldives US$2.1 million. The total credit
amount for the seven loans is US$65.03 million.

Islamic Development Bank
The Islamic Development Bank has shown interest in providing assistance for
infrastructure work relating to the Government’s programs of resettlement of island populations.

Bilateral Donors
The main bilateral donors who have sponsored activities in the Maldives have been
Australia, Canada, India, Japan and the United Kingdom. The agencies do not have resident
offices in Malé but frequent missions are undertaken for programming. Australia sponsors
fellowships, which have been used for training population and related specialists. It has continued
to support the Maldives in human resource development.
•

Canada: Canada has assisted small-scale activities in the field of environment
and women’s development. It has sponsored population seminars for atoll and
island chiefs and funded a staff position in an NGO, the Society for Health

Education (SHE), for management improvement. MWASS has received a grant
of Rf217,320 for 2001 to support its activities.
•

India: India covers the costs of high level expatriate medical staff, many of
whom are posted in the atolls and has constructed and equipped the Indira
Gandhi Memorial Hospital (200 beds) in Malé at a cost of US$15 million. India
also hosts a large number of students in health, nursing, education and
engineering courses and offers scholarships.

•

Japan: Japanese assistance has been in the form of investments in construction
of infrastructure, schools and health centers to support the social development
activities. Japan also assists the country through its annual food aid program.

•

United Kingdom: The United Kingdom sponsors scholarships every year, which
benefit human resource development in the population sector.

Denmark and Germany were active in the 1990s with support to the social development
sector. Denmark has strong commercial interests in providing air transportation. The European
Union has become the most recent supporter. It plans to invest ECU860,000 for the population
sector over a period of five years, for a multi-donor project put together by UNFPA on the
empowerment of women. Project activities include activating IWCs, their social mobilization and
group activities, scholarships for higher education for girls, credit for income generation and
changing attitude of male decision-makers.

Donor Coordination
The Department of External Resources (DER) of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
coordinates donor assistance. An Aid Coordination Commission chaired by the Minister of
Foreign Affairs has been set up to coordinate financing policies and planning procedures of the
development partners so that the impact, complementarity and cost-effectiveness of donor
contributions to the achievement of population and development objectives are maximized.
Although the Government recognizes and accepts its primary responsibility for donor
coordination, it acknowledges that there is scope for securing improvements in the level of
coordination aimed at optimizing the effects of, and preventing duplications in, assistance
programs. Efforts to achieve greater impact and cost-effectiveness from the support received from
development partners acquire even greater importance at a time in which aid budgets and the
availability of resources is limited. UNDP serves as the informal focal point for coordinating
within the donor community, functioning as a bridge between the Government and its
development partners. A Gender Coordination Group has also been established.
ADB can play a major role in the coordination of various efforts related to development.
Further promotion of South-South cooperation would be very beneficial for strengthening
national capacity.

NGOs and the Private Sector

Community voluntarism in development has been a well-established tradition in the
Maldives. Until the middle of this century, the island communities besides Malé received very
limited benefit from the nation’s development process. Hence, the level of community
participation and voluntary support for developmental activities, traditionally, depended on the
leadership capacity of the island chief, who was the chief caretaker of all services including
health, education, religion, governance and security. Voluntary support for island level
development is mainly concentrated on infrastructure development such as construction of
mosques, schools and harbor entrances.
Formal recognition of NGOs by the Government and their registration with the
authorities were introduced in the 1950s. However, the inclusion of NGOs within the corporate
structure by levying an annual fee led to the dissolution of most NGOs in the late 1960s. But
cancellation of the mandatory annual fee in 1979 encouraged the establishment of NGOs
throughout the country.
As of June 1997, 354 registered NGOs operate in the Maldives, out of which 142 are
based in Malé and 212 are located in the atolls. The most common objective covered in the
mandates of NGOs is the promotion of recreation and sports. These mandates, however, cover a
broad range of issues including health, education, population, environment and infrastructure
development, although very few of them had been able to achieve any meaningful outcome.
However, among the newly established NGOs most adopted a thematic approach, such as SHE,
FASHAN, VESHI, VINARES, Blue Peace, and MARDOW.
In the Maldives, NGOs should be registered with the Ministry of Home Affairs and
Housing. NGOs are defined as nonprofit private organizations aiming to promote an interest
beneficial to a group of individuals or society, without contravening moral values of Islam or the
laws of the country. NGOs are classified under nine types: developmental, sports and recreation,
arts/drama/films/poetry, cultural, religious awareness, alumni associations, music, friendship
associations and professional associations. At present there are 29 NGOs that may satisfy
international criteria as developmental NGOs. Of these 23 can be considered as national NGOs
and the remaining six are island-based NGOs. These NGOs work under a general environment of
support from the Government, though no regular financial support from the Government is
available.

NGO Constraints
Despite encouraging progress, the NGO sector faces many constraints. Most of the NGOs
are at an early stage of development and need guidance and capacity building. There is limited
collaboration and coordination between them and the formal sector. A crucial inhibiting factor is
the general belief that the Government is the sole proprietor of development, and mobilization of
NGOs in development work is not considered as an alternative option. There is very limited
management capacity in most NGOs, especially in island-based NGOs. Lack of educated
personnel living on the island restricts the development of the managerial capacity of these
NGOs.
Lack of resources and the capacity to process applications for external funding is a major
constraint faced by most NGOs. The NGOs have yet to receive adequate guidance from the
Government with respect to appropriate procedures concerning external funding.

Leading NGOs
Out of 374 NGOs, 26 are active in development programs and show potential in further
development; 23 are based in the capital Malé and three are based in the atolls. The following
section presents a review of NGOs with emphasis on their track record and involvement with
external donors.
Society for
SHE: The
Identifying a Role for NGOs
Health Education (SHE) was
NGOs in the Maldives can chalk out new roles for
founded by a group of motivated
themselves under the changing socioeconomic situation and
professionals including medical
doctors, nurses, counsellors, teacher political environment by
educators and teachers. UNFPA
supported the establishment of this • Taking advantage of telecommunication to bridge the
distance and accessibility gap rather than trying to
NGO
under
the
project
emulate the conventional model of a national NGO with
Establishment of Family Health
outreach programs; and
Advisory Centre. This was a crucial
• Building on the existing community initiative and
contribution for the establishment
community spirit. For example, on the island of
of SHE. In addition, SHE had
Himmafushi there was a diesel generator operating for
received some support bilaterally
over eight years and it was enough to provide electricity
through the diplomatic missions of
and pay for four schoolteachers. During a meeting the
Island Committee expressed concern that with the
Netherlands, Japan, Canada and
transition to the private sector operation of their system
New Zealand. The United Kingdom
under the proposed electrification project, they would
and
Australia
had
supplied
lose access to the revenue that paid for teachers.
volunteers
through
British
Voluntary Service Overseas (VSO) and Australian Volunteers Abroad (AVA), respectively.
However, this assistance was of an ad hoc nature without any guarantee for continuity. A large
proportion of funds was raised through individual contributions and fund-raising activities.
The International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF) began to support SHE in 1992.
This resulted in the establishment of the first Family Planning Centre in the Maldives in 1994.
Further, IPPF supported the extension of family planning activities in the atolls by establishing
island health posts. Three such posts have been constructed in Vaavu Atoll. An attempt was also
made to mobilize community volunteers for raising awareness on social issues in general and
family planning in particular. SHE is now a full member of IPPF, representing the Maldives in
this Federation.
The objective of SHE is to promote the quality of life of Maldivians through raising
awareness on health and social issues, including population and family planning. It has pioneered
a highly successful thalassemia program. SHE is also implementing a successful awarenessraising program on health and social issues. The information, education and communication
(IEC) activities of SHE cover the publication of a monthly newsletter focusing on health and
social issues including reproductive health and family planning. Additional materials produced
include booklets on specific topics.

SHE has been successful in conducting a mobile service delivery program. Under this
program occasional visits are conducted to the outer islands and professionals from various
specializations volunteer to provide this service. One of the main purposes of the program is to
popularize family planning services, including insertion of intrauterine devices. A profile of
pregnant women are compiled by the team to conduct follow-up activities in future visits. The
team also provides health education to students and adolescents. Family planning is included in
these sessions as well as in group counselling, especially organized for adolescents.

FASHAN: FASHAN is a local NGO based in Malé, supported by staff and professional
volunteers specializing in the development field. The NGO operates at the national level covering
the entire country. The aims of FASHAN include awareness raising on social issues, including
gender, adolescents and drugs.
FASHAN publishes a monthly journal (KAMANA) to advocate and sensitize the general
public about the status of women and the felt need for women’s empowerment. The NGO has
organized workshops and other training forums on awareness raising and gender sensitization,
and conducted skill development training for women. Mobilization of volunteers for AIDS
counselling through training and peer education is a pioneering area of FASHAN. It is also active
in research undertakings, especially those focusing on women and youth.
Another objective of FASHAN is to mobilize island-based NGOs and help them to
undertake developmental activities. Under this objective FASHAN is responsible for project
development and mobilization of resources from external donors and monitoring project
implementation. This NGO is being supported by international organizations and governments.
Volunteers of the VSO (of the UK) support the NGO in counselling training. It has received
funding from UNICEF, UNDP and UNFPA. Bilateral assistance was received from Australia,
Canada, and United Kingdom.

Chapter 8

ADB’s Gender Strategy and Program

Introduction
ADB adopted a policy on Gender and Development (GAD) in 1998. It proposes
mainstreaming as a key strategy in promoting gender equity. Gender considerations are to be
mainstreamed into all ADB activities, including macroeconomic and sector work, lending and
technical assistance operations. To operationalize the policy, ADB will
•

•

•
•
•

Provide assistance to its developing member countries (DMCs) in the areas of
policy support, capacity building, GAD awareness, and formulation and
implementation of policies and programs directed at improving the status of
women;
Facilitate gender analysis of proposed projects, including program and sector
loans, and ensure that gender issues are considered at all the appropriate stages of
the project cycle, including identification, preparation, appraisal, implementation,
and evaluation.
Promote increased GAD awareness within ADB through the conduct of training
workshops and seminars, development of suitable approaches, and staff
guidelines to implement the policy on GAD;
Assist its DMCs to implement commitments made at the Beijing World
Conference on Women; and
Explore opportunities to directly address some of the new and emerging issues
for women in the region.

ADB and the Maldives: A Decade of Planned Cooperation
To date, ADB has provided nine loans from its Special Funds resources to the Maldives
amounting to about US$55 million. It included three loans to the transport sector, three loans to
the energy sector and one loan each for the education sector and a multisectoral regional
development project. Thirty-six technical assistance (US$412 million) provided over the years
have had a wider sectoral coverage. Of these, 10 technical assistance were granted for preparation
of loan projects and 26 for advisory service, institutional capacity building and training. ADBfinanced technical assistance have provided assistance to the Government in economic and social
planning over the years. These were used to formulate the first three national plans and the longer
term Perspective Plan 2005, a planning guide for national economic and social development, as
well as a consistent policy framework for formulating development priorities. Technical
assistance for preparation of the Education Master Plan and the Science and Technology Master
Plan have been extremely useful in giving strategic directions for overall investments in the
sectors. Unfortunately, these projects have not directly addressed gender considerations and did
not reflect sensitivity to gender-related issues.
Overall the Maldives is seen to have had made good use of ADB assistance and
demonstrated satisfactory absorptive capacity. However, delays in the initial stages of

implementation highlights a need for continued augmentation of the capacity of the Government
for optimizing development impacts. In this context strengthening of the government machinery
dealing with GAD is an urgent prerequisite.
Operational Approaches
The current gender strategy provides guidelines for operational approaches to
mainstreaming gender concerns in all ADB activities rather than limited efforts to targeted
programs for women in development. This approach has been internalized in ADB over the past
couple of years and this briefing paper as an input to the Country Strategy and Program (CSP) is
evidence of the translation of the strategy into action.

Macroeconomic and Sector Work
In the past, the efforts to improve the situation of women was confined to specific
projects and, in fact, this very approach, adopted by donor agencies as well as the national
institutions, resulted in marginalization of the issue from mainstream macro planning and
operations. ADB therefore now mandates that gender considerations be considered a part of the
managerial processes of portfolio preparation in its DMCs. The inclusion of gender in ADB’s
macroeconomic work is seen as a key to ensuring that gender issues are systematically addressed
in all ADB operations. This briefing paper will be used as a background document in preparing
the CSP. In addition, a separate strategy for women that clearly identifies and elaborates how
ADB intends to operationalize the social development objective of improving the status of
women will form an appendix to the CSP. This is expected to bind the two partners to specific
commitments as well as provide the direction and means to achieve the short- and long-term
objectives for advancement of women.

Loans and Technical Assistance
Gender concerns will be actively promoted in ADB’s loan and technical assistance
operations. ADB will promote the mainstreaming of gender considerations at all stages of the
project cycle. In all ADB projects, including program and sector loans, gender considerations will
be addressed as part of the initial social assessment (ISA) that is now required for processing
ADB loans. If the ISA identifies significant gender issues, these shall be examined through
gender analysis and followed up further in the project cycle. Supervision of implementation of
gender elements will be part of the normal managerial processes of ADB. ADB will encourage its
DMCs to set up similar monitoring systems in the project design.
In order to implement these operational approaches, institutional arrangements within
ADB have been strengthened and shall continue to be enhanced. A Gender Plan of Action has
been prepared and the in-house capacity for GAD has been increased over the past five years.
Further, a review of some of ADB’s ongoing projects for performance on gender and poverty
related aspects highlight the need to streamline the mechanisms for mainstreaming gender and
enhancing the capacity of DMC executing agencies to identify and address gender concerns.

Opportunities for Gender and Poverty: The Current ADB Portfolio, 2000-2003
For a small country, the Maldives has attracted substantial external investments since the
past 30 years. The relatively good performance of the economy and progress recorded is a source

of considerable satisfaction both for the Government and its ESAs. However, there is no place for
complacency and the nation is confronted with numerous challenges. Sustained human
development with equity in terms of gender and poverty are the foremost challenges.
In spite of the Government’s strong efforts to broaden the domestic resource base, the
Maldives continues to be critically dependent upon external assistance for development financing.
In the current Public Sector Investment Programme, consisting of 231 projects, over 100 require
external assistance for their implementation, amounting to approximately US$296 million. In the
past almost 24 per cent of this has been spent on the social sectors—health, education and
drinking water. This is far above the 20 per cent recommended in the Social Development
Summit in Copenhagen in 1998.
ADB can continue to play a significant role in human resource development and use the
opportunity to assist the Government to advance the situation of women, particularly in higher
education, technical training and employment opportunities. There is also a need for a technical
assistance package that can be used for a more precise assessment of the women’s situation and
address emerging gender inequities. The design of the loans and technical assistance (see Table
35) offers several opportunities to mitigate gender disparities.

Table 35: ADB Portfolio for the Maldives
Current
Loans
1. First Regional
Development Project
2. Post-Secondary Education
System Project
3. Third Power Systems
Development Project
Technical Assistance
1. Strengthening Legal
Education and Judicial
Training
2. Science and Technology
Master Plan
3. Outer Islands
Electrification Project
4. Further Development of a
System of National
Accounts
5. Capacity Building of the
Maldives Public
Accounting System

4

Tentative, subject to change.

Potential Assistance, 2000-20034
Loans/Projects
1. Energy: Outer Islands Electrification
2. Social Infrastructure: Information Technology
Development
3. Social Infrastructure: Post-Secondary Education
Development (Phase II)
4. Social Infrastructure: Second Regional Development
Project
Technical Assistance
Social Infrastructure
1. Post-Secondary Education Development (Phase II)
2. Second Regional Development Project
3. Population Consolidation
4. Tertiary Education in Outer Atolls
5. Capacity Building for Regional Planning
6. Capacity Building for Decentralized Atoll Development
Energy and Transport
1. Transport Master Plan
2. Island Roads Development
3. Outer Islands Electrification (Phase II)
4. Capacity Building of the Maldives Public Accounting
System (Phase II)

Increasing opportunities are created to address gender issues as ADB’s focus of activities
in the Maldives shifts to poverty and social infrastructure in the coming years. The ADB poverty
strategy recognizes that in many societies women suffer disproportionately from the burden of
poverty and are systematically or sometimes inadvertently, as in the Maldives, excluded from
access to essential assets and services. Implementation of poverty reduction programs
consistently demonstrates the substantial benefits of ensuring full and meaningful participation of
women.

Key Elements of ADB’s Gender Strategy in the Maldives
The thrust of the proposed gender strategy is to highlight broad priority areas, identified
during the analysis in this paper, which are likely to significantly change the status of women.
These include:
•

•
•

•
•

•

•

Supporting the Government of the Republic of Maldives in ensuring that the
burdens of economic transition are not disproportionately impacting the position and
general well-being of the female population, particularly those inhabiting the islands
outside the capital of Malé;
Initiating immediate action linked to ongoing and pipeline loan projects and TAs of
the ADB portfolio;
Recognizing that gender analysis is only a tool and not an end in itself. It is a first
step to action and must be followed by appropriate interpretation with relevance to
the program/project or sector, and subsequently necessary activities designed for
implementation using participatory approaches;
Consistently reviewing and monitoring progress and taking necessary action;
Securing
adequate
The proposed gender strategy recommends…
financing for the agreed
Framework for Action
• Supporting the Government to ensure equitable
(FFA);
distribution of the burdens of economic
Updating this briefing
transition;
paper in conjunction with
the preparation of the CSP • Linking the Framework for Action to ongoing
and pipeline ADB loans and technical
and in defining the lending
assistance;
portfolio;
•
Following gender analysis with appropriate
Ensuring translation of
action relevant to the program/project or sector;
overall gender strategy by
• Undertaking consistent review and monitoring;
including
social
development expertise in • Funding the agreed Framework for Action;
formulation
of
macro • Ensuring social development expert possesses
with skills to identify and address gender issues
policies and agreements
in macro policies and agreements;
with
the
Maldives,
preparation of the CSP and • Prioritizing areas for defining the Framework
for Action; and
design of all loans and TAs
and subsequent supervision • Coordinating with other funding agencies.
of the portfolio. The social
development expert must have a lens for gender concerns and skills to identify and
address gender issues in the particular sector rather than have just a WID
orientation;

•
•

Prioritizing areas for defining the FFA, rather than a universal action approach, for
greater impact; and
Coordinating with other funding agencies, particularly the World Bank, which has a
strong presence in the education sector and carries out economic and sector work on
macro issues, in providing opportunities for mainstreaming gender in policy
documents; as well as with the UN System that focuses particularly on human
resource development and improvement of the position of women and children.

Towards Gender Equity in the Maldives: A Framework for Action, 2002-2003
The FFA has been drawn up using the gender analysis model developed by Caroline
Moser, the most comprehensive analysis for understanding, interpreting and addressing genderbased inequities. The model focuses on three categories of roles for women: (i) market or
productive role, (ii) reproductive or household management role, and (iii) community
management role. It is evident that the role of Maldivian women in all three categories are strong
and their contributions are significant.
Further, Moser also distinguishes between women’s practical gender needs, related to
their socially accepted roles in society and reflecting the existing division of labor and authority,
and strategic gender needs, which emphasize requirements or actions for reaching a more
equitable and gender-balanced society.
This paper combines the elements of ADB strategies for poverty and gender with the
recommendations of a planning meeting with key stakeholders in Malé,5 to define the FFA for the
next five years. It attempts to provide guidelines for action on three core areas—opportunity,
empowerment and security.

Identifying Actors and Assigning Responsibilities
Addressing gender concerns is a complex process and activities will have to be designed
keeping the socio-cultural and economic features of each or groups of islands within the national
framework. The FFA should be implemented using operational approaches in close collaboration
with other development partners. The Thematic Group on Gender and Development, coordinated
by UNDP, could serve as an advisory group in the adoption and implementation of the activities
outlined in the FFA.
It must be recognized that MWASS has a more strategic and facilitating role in
identification of issues and mainstreaming gender into the activities of a range of line ministries.
However, the tendency to pass on the responsibility for gender and women’s issues to the
designated department, in this case the women’s section in MWASS, must be controlled. The line
ministries must take many initiatives and actions on their own. Encouragingly, this is already
happening, to some extent, in the Maldives. Consequently, it is suggested that the responsibility
for achieving a particular objective be shared between the line ministry and MWASS, with the
former taking the lead. Finally, the proposed actions should also target men. The FFA should also
reflects the subtle differences between the WID and GAD approaches, in that the rationale and
5

Planning meeting held in Malé on 20 August 2000, with representatives of the Government, NGOs, the
private sector and ESAs.

activities proposed are based on the relational situation of women vis-à-vis men (GAD) rather
than focusing entirely on women (WID).
There are two related overarching recommendations to strengthen the institutional
arrangements for gender in the Government. First, to functionally link the women’s section of
MWASS to MPND. This could potentially have a two-way benefit of ensuring that gender
concerns are incorporated into the national plans more effectively, while the women’s section
would benefit from exposure to managerial processes of planning and have access to expertise on
subjects such as public expenditure, national accounting, legal issues, etc. Second, that MWASS
appoint a panel of national and international consultants with a wide range of relevant expertise to
assist it in mainstreaming gender more professionally. Currently, MWASS is understaffed and
recruitment of full-time experts would be expensive.
The following section outlines the proposed actions to address both the strategic and
practical needs, with four specific objectives in each. Each objective is further expanded to
include (i) rationale, (ii) suggested specific activities, (iii) proposed implementation
responsibility, (iv) links to ADB portfolio, and (v) critical assumptions. In addition three specific
activities have been identified for immediate ADB assistance.

Addressing the Strategic Needs of Women
Objective I: Strengthen MWASS
Rationale
MWASS is mandated to provide the leadership and direction for progress on gender and
to coordinate activities so that the impact of development assistance can be maximized. However,
one of the main findings of the review is that, currently, MWASS is not adequately equipped to
perform this vital role.
Further, it was found that there was a lacuna in precise information on achievements of
women in education, in politics and administration, and economic activities; distribution and
control of resources within households; legal issues; health statistics (mental health, morbidity)
and nutritional status; and mental and physical violence against and by women. Also, MWASS
staff lack adequate skills and wider experience and exposure to the changes in the economic
scenario of the country. The work ethics required to function in the changing economy from a
traditional home-based operation to production units must influence their orientation for program
development for GAD.
Suggested Specific Activities
•
•
•
•
•
•

Establish a concrete baseline and a database to monitor trends in gender issues and
obtain more precise data as necessary (both quantitative and qualitative information);
Strengthen the management and technical capacity of MWASS;
Establish a functional link between the women’s section of MWASS and MPND;
Strengthen the professional capacity of MWASS by appointing a panel of
international and national consultants with a wide range of relevant experience;
Ensure priority for gender issues (Government + donors); and
Build the capacity of the line implementing agencies on GAD.

Proposed Implementation Responsibilities
•

MWASS with MPND

Link to ADB Portfolio
•
•

First and Second Regional Development Projects; and
Formulation of a specific technical assistance on gender to assist MWASS and to
strategically mainstream and coordinate work on GAD in the Maldives.

Critical Assumptions
•
•

The Government’s commitment to gender and development remains strong; and
Investment funds are available from public and private sources at levels that will
have adequate impact to empower the Ministry.

Objective II:

Improve women’s decision-making role in administration and island
management

Rationale
Traditionally the island chief has been responsible for leading all religious and
development activities and since Islam restricts the religious functions to males only, there was
no scope for females to aspire for a substantive role in island management. There are very few
women in the administration. Currently there is only one female minister, who heads the
MWASS, two deputy ministers, and one kuta kateeb (assistant island chief). With the setting up
of women’s development committees (WDCs), women’s participation, primarily in taking on the
responsibilities of community development activities such as keeping the island and the water
tanks clean, and “to serve tea and refreshments during meetings for official business” has
increased. A few WDCs have gone beyond this role and taken on economic activities, etc. Based
on experiments in Karnataka, India, it is suggested that the Internet and distance learning and
discussion methods be used for WDC training. Encouragingly, the Government recently
separated religious functions from administrative responsibilities, thus opening the door for more
gender participation in atoll and island management. The challenge now is to equip women to
take on these roles in future.
Suggested Specific Activities
•
•
•
•

Leadership training;
Better child-care facilities;
Proactive measures to identify competent women who will play a greater role in
national, atoll and island administration; and
Strengthen role of WDCs.

Proposed Implementation Responsibility
•

Atoll administrations in collaboration with MWASS and MPND, Education Ministry,
Tourism Ministry and the private sector

Possible Links to ADB Portfolio
•
•

Regional Development Project II (ongoing) and III (pipeline) could include the above
activities as part of the social development funds, capacity building for decentralized
atoll development and capacity building for good governance; and
Enhance role of women in strengthening a system of national accounts and capacity
building of the Maldives’ public accounting system.

Critical Assumptions
•
•
•

The Government recognizes the value of increasing the number of women officers in
responsible positions;
Competent women are available to participate in managerial positions; and
Increasing role of WDCs possible and has support of the people.

Objective III: Improve women’s legal position and legal literacy
Rationale
There are several grey areas regarding the legal status of women based on the
interpretations of the Shari’ah law. While Maldivian women are indeed among the most
emancipated and progressive in the Islamic countries, several issues such as children’s care,
equitable right to property and marital laws (especially relevant in view of the high divorce rate
and breakdown of the joint family system) are emerging.
Suggested Specific Activities
•
•
•

Thorough review of the legal status of women;
Discussion with clerics to gain support for implementation; and
Strengthen legal literacy and establish legal aid services for poor women and men.

Proposed Implementation Responsibility
•

MWASS with Ministry of Law, atoll administrations, Education Ministry, Tourism
Ministry and the private sector

Possible Link to ADB Portfolio
•

The activities can be incorporated into the technical assistance for strengthening legal
education and judicial training.

Critical Assumptions
•
•
•

A comprehensive review will be undertaken to assess the status of women;
The initiative has the support of the clerics; and
Adequate experts for legal aid services are available.

Obejctive IV: Enhance the role of NGOs to highlight gender inequities
and assist in improving the status of women
Rationale
While there are several registered NGOs, their precise role is not clear and coordination
among them is poor. The very nature of the Maldives’ society and geographic location demands
that NGOs develop very country-specific strategies. One danger of exposure to NGOs in other
countries is “importing” issues that may not be of priority for the country and adopting
mechanisms of functioning that are not appropriate for the Maldives. The model of a national
NGO trying to work in distant islands has proved to be very ineffective and expensive. Further,
the NGOs are dependent entirely on external resources that they generate themselves.
While increased involvement of NGOs in government programs is very desirable,
particularly for advocacy on gender and to support implementation of programs, it is important to
first define a clear role for them so that the sector does not expand in an ad hoc and uncoordinated
manner.
Suggested Specific Activities
•
•
•

A national seminar to define the role of national and island-based NGOs;
Establishment of a coordinating mechanism for NGOs; and
Increased participation of NGOs in development programs.

Proposed Implementation Responsibility
•

MPND with MWASS and atoll administrations

Possible Link to ADB Portfolio
•
•

Regional Development Projects II and III; and
Capacity building for good governance, as well as decentralized atoll development

Critical Assumption
•

NGOs are interested in participating in national development.

Addressing the Practical Needs of Women
Objective I:

Increase voice and choice of women in reproductive health decisions,
provide men with greater access to reproductive health services, and
promote education of both parents on child-care practices

Rationale
The review clearly indicates the need for concerted efforts to reduce the birthrate to check
the growing population pressure, which could potentially result in a setback to the impressive
economic progress. Furthermore, while other indices have shown a sliding trend, maternal
mortality rates have been more stubborn and continue to be high, particularly on the far-off
islands.
It is particularly important to involve the male population substantively in family
planning programs and have greater access to reproductive health services. This is based on the
evident low contraceptive use among males and in many cases limited participation in child care
responsibilities in an environment where multiple divorces and out-migration of men for
employment is so common. Added to this, one of the most significant findings of the
Vulnerability and Poverty Assessment related to stunting of children. Poor child-feeding practices
were reported to be one of the primary causes for this.
Suggested Specific Activities
•
•
•
•

Expansion of services (education and access to contraceptives) for men;
Education of both parents for better nutritional practices;
Further training of health workers; and
Empowerment of women through higher education.

Proposed Implementation Responsibility
•

Ministry of Health, with the support of MWASS and the Ministry of Education

Possible Link to ADB Portfolio
•

Increased access to higher education as part of the loan for tertiary education

Critical Assumptions
•
•
•

The Ministry of Health acts proactively;
Men willing to participate more actively in family planning and parenting; and
Access to higher education for women increases substantially.

Objective II: Increase the access of females to higher education
Rationale
Lower access of girls to higher education, apparent relatively lower achievement of girls
at secondary level and sliding labor force participation rates for women, all point to the strong
need for improving the access of females to higher education. With increasing demand for skilled
persons in the modern sectors such as tourism and information technology, financial services etc.,
there is an opportunity to expand access of women to vocational training. In the past the
vocational training programs have been focusing on skills such as handicrafts and sewing, which
have no relevance to the market. Also, in the fisheries sector women need to be trained in modern
methods of the preservation of Maldivian fish and continue to access benefits of employment and
income from processing tuna.
One of the issues identified for attention at the Gender Mainstreaming Workshops (in
April-May 1999 in Noonu Atoll, Malé and Addu Atoll) was that the content, methodology and
structure of the education system tend to reinforce gender stereotypes and island women, in
particular, have lost out in gaining access to higher education, and consequently employment
opportunities. Studies from around the world quoted in the World Development Report 2000 of
the World Bank consistently evidence the linkages between women’s education and decisionmaking power with lower birthrates, lower infant and child mortality rates and well-being of the
family.
Suggested Specific Activities
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Ensure that the two regional secondary schools operate as regional (not island/atoll)
centers;
Ensure adequate and safe boarding facilities for girls from outer islands;
Study underlying reasons for lower achievement of girls;
Revise content, methodologies and structure of educational system to ensure that they
are gender balanced;
Construct boarding houses/”hostels” for girls in each regional secondary school,
Malé and in selected atoll education centers;
Rigorously review safety/security aspects of hostels;
Train girls’ hostel staff especially in safety/security aspects;
Provide technical assistance for study on low achievement of girls;
Provide technical assistance for review of existing content, methodology, and
structure of education system (including review of policy options for structural
changes); and
Revise content and teaching methodology of the education system.

Proposed Implementation Responsibility
•

Ministry of Education in coordination with Ministry of Finance and Treasury,
MPND, atoll administrations, MWASS and MOH

Possible Links to ADB Portfolio
•
•

Technical assistance and consequently the loan for Post-Secondary Education
Development (Phase II)
Technical assistance for tertiary education in outer atolls

Critical Assumptions
•
•
•

Trained staff for higher education is available in islands;
Boardinghouses exist for girls; and
Parents are willing to send their daughters to other islands as necessary for higher
education.

Obejctive III: Increase the access of females to market demand-oriented vocational
training through diversification of themes
Rationale
Vocational training facilities are very limited in the Maldives, particularly for the island
populations, and among them the women. The limited avenues or programs for women on the
islands have been in areas of gender stereotype training such as sewing, which do not have a great
potential for productive employment. Subsequently, a few institutions in Malé have begun to
offer courses in health and management. However, the capacity of these institutions is very
limited. The expanding services, tourism and information technology markets are potentially very
viable areas for vocational training for women not only as support staff but also to function at the
mid-managerial levels. In order to increase the participation of women in the tourism sector,
sweeping changes are required. Currently, the tourist resorts inhibit employment of women as
they are set up with no options for family accommodation. Changing the rules will not only
benefit women but also reduce the emerging social problems resulting from separated families of
male employees. Further, the private sector that earns substantially from information technology
could contribute more to development activities, perhaps by paying a special development tax and
by initiating apprenticeship programs that take on young persons with higher secondary education
and training them for absorption in the industry. With the increasing use of the media and
Internet, distance learning could provide vocational training as well.
Suggested Specific Activities
•
•
•
•
•

Initiate dialogue with the private sector to examine and promote its participation in
development;
Establish vocational training opportunities in outer islands;
Initiate discussions on possibility of changing the way tourism is organized;
Establish entrepreneurial development programs for women linked to the tourism
industry and rainwater harvesting on the islands; and
Research on more scientific methods for preparation of Maldivian fish to meet
expanding tourism and export market.

Proposed Implementation Responsibility
•

MPND, Ministry of Tourism, support of MWASS

Link to ADB Portfolio
•

Tertiary education in outer atolls

Critical Assumptions
•
•

The private sector is willing to participate in promoting vocational education
programs.
The Government is committed to changing the operating practices for tourism.

Objective IV: Increase employment opportunities for women
Rationale
The exclusion and marginalization of women, due to the focus of development programs
on industrial production/services in the economic sector, is a cause for concern. This results in
low supply to traditional production and restricted employment opportunities on uninhabited
islands, leading to decreased participation of women in the sector (that is, while opportunities are
available, they are not accessible due to various social constraints).
Suggested Specific Activities
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Institute special economic incentives (for example, acceptable salary scales) for
women to join the workforce.
Assess traditional values/perceptions/practices that may interfere with optimal
participation of women in the labor force.
Investigate economic and sociocultural obstacles to women’s employment.
Institute minimum wage.
Provide safe, gender-sensitized working conditions and environment.
Create awareness among students and youth on employment opportunities.
Implement gender-sensitization awareness programs in schools for youth.
Establish family care centers, hostels for working women, job centers and family
accommodation on site.
Establish education facilities and improve women’s access to vocational and
apprenticeship training.
Improve access to support for developing small and cottage industries to cater to the
tourism sector and for preparation of the Maldives’ dry fish.

Proposed Implementation Responsibility
•

MWASS, Education Ministry, Tourism Ministry and the private sector

Links to ADB Portfolio
•
•
•

Regional Development Project
Technical assistance and subsequently the loan for Second Regional Development
Project, Science and Technology Master Plan, Analysis of Social Security System,
and Post-Secondary Education Development (Phase II)
Tertiary education in outer atolls

Critical Assumptions
•
•
•

Industry willing to participate in increasing opportunities for women;
Vocational training leads to expanded opportunities; and
Women are willing to change work ethics according as per the demands of modern
industrial norms.

Other Opportunities for ADB Assistance
•
•
•

Prepare case studies of the four atolls showing marked differences in contraceptive
prevalence rate and document lessons for use in formulating health and family
education programs.
Raise public awareness for support to gender-sensitization activities.
Undertake comprehensive study of the trends in labor force participation of women
in the fisheries sector (both home-based and large-scale production) and women in
senior decision-making positions.

Critical Assumption
•

ADB will provide a special technical assistance to support gender strategy.

The Way Forward and Priority Activities
Joint Action by the Government and ADB
•
•

Incorporate the FFA in the CSP to capitalize on the possibility of making several
ongoing and pipeline loans and technical assistance gender-responsive.
Form a joint working group on gender with ADB, the Government and ESAs to take
the FFA forward.

It is proposed that a joint working group, distinct from the UNDP Coordination Group in
Malé, be set up to pursue the FFA. In order to make it functional, the working group should be
limited to six professionals—two from ADB, three from government and one representative of
the UN System in the Maldives. Further, based on experiences of establishing global and national
networks, it is suggested that the working group operate largely through the Internet and meet
only occasionally. Detailed terms of reference for the group can be defined once the FFA is
agreed.

Specific Actions at National Level
•
•
•
•

Provide leadership.
In order to effectively mainstream gender, it is suggested that MPND along with
MWASS provide the leadership to take this FFA forward.
The private sector will be the main force for change.

The private sector in the Maldives has been a key partner in the dramatic economic
change, in both the fisheries and the tourism sectors in the past and in the garment industry and
information technology in later years. Establishing partnerships with entrepreneurs for expanding
vocational training and employment opportunities for women could potentially be a very viable
option.6

Specific Actions at ADB Level
•
•
•
•

Finalize and disseminate the country briefing paper to the offices concerned in the
programs and projects departments.
Incorporate the FFA in the CSP and hold discussions with the Government as
necessary.
Carefully review ongoing and pipeline technical assistance to include analysis and
activities to address gender gaps in higher and vocational education, employment,
participation in public administration, etc.
Study the possibility of a technical assistance specifically on gender.

In conclusion, the impact of this country briefing paper in affecting the progress on GAD
in the Maldives will depend on the commitment of the organizations and individuals involved and
adequate allocations in the national budget and ADB portfolio to address the concerns raised and
to maintain consistency in pursuing the gender objectives.

6

Two representatives of the private sector participated in the planning meeting at Malé and appeared
open to getting involved in addressing gender concerns.
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Appendix 1
GENDER AND DEVELOPMENT STRATEGY FOR MALDIVES
A PERFORMANCE-BASED SUMMARY
A.

Conceptual Framework
Key Performance
Indicator

Monitoring and
Evaluation

Critical Assumption

• Increased number of

• Increased in-house

• Consistent attention to

Narrative Summary
ADB gender strategy-related goal: To
adopt mainstreaming as a key strategy in
promoting gender equity.

B.

loans and technical
assistance that include
action based on sound
gender analysis
• Increased use of
gender sensitive
participatory methods
in design,
implementation,
monitoring and
evaluation of ADB
assistance in the
Maldives
• Reduced gender
disparities reflected in
demographic health,
higher education and
employment data

gender development
capacity in ADB and
executing agencies in
the Maldives
• Demographic and
social indicators
monitored by the
Government
• ADB’s Country
Strategy Program
reflects the progress on
gender initiatives and
outlines proposed
actions where
necessary

gender concerns in
ADB operations and
managerial processes
becomes a routine
practice
• Concurrent
commitment of the
Government of the
Republic of Maldives
to implement the
gender strategy
• Significant
improvements to
achieve gender equity
in the Maldives are
possible

Framework for Action

Objective/Activity Related to
Strategic Needs of Women
Objecive 1
Strengthen MWASS
• Strengthen management and technical
capacity of MWASS
• Establish a functional link between the
women’s section of MWASS and
MPND
• Strengthen professional capacity of
MWASS by appointing a panel of
international and national consultants
with a wide range of relevant
experience
• Establish a concrete baseline and a
database to monitor trends in gender
issues and to obtain more precise data
• Ensure priority for gender issues
(Government + donors)
• Build gender and development
capacity of implementing agencies

Possible Link to ADB
Portfolio
•

•

First and Second
Regional
Development
Projects
Suggest formulating
a specific technical
assistance on gender
to assist MWASS and
to strategically
mainstream and
coordinate work on
gender and
development in the
Maldives

Responsibility for
Action
•

MPND and MWASS

Critical Assumption

• Strong government

commitment to gender
and development
• Availability of
investment funds from
public and private
sources at levels that
will have adequate
impact to empower
MPND and MWASS

Objective/Activity Related to
Strategic Needs of Women
Objective 2:
Improve women’s decision-making role
in administration and island
management
• Leadership training
• Better child-care facilities
• Proactive measures to identify
competent women who will play a
greater role in national atoll and island
administration
• Stronger role of women’s
development committees (WDCs)

Possible Link to ADB
Portfolio

•

•

•

•
Objective 3:
Improve legal position and literacy of
women
• Thorough review of the legal status of
women
• Discussion with the clerics
• Legal literacy and legal aid services
for poor women and men

Objective 4:
Enhance the role of NGOs
• A national seminar to define the role
of national and island based NGOs
• Establishment of coordinating
mechanism for NGOs
• Increased participation of NGOs in
development programs

•

•
•

Responsibility for
Action

Social development
funds of Regional
Development Project
II (ongoing) and III
(pipeline)
Capacity building for
decentralized atoll
development and for
good governance
Greater role for
women in
strengthening system
of national accounts
Capacity building of
the Maldives public
accounting system

•

Activities can be
incorporated into the
proposed ADB
technical assistance
for strengthening
legal education and
judicial training

•

Regional
Development
Projects II and III
Capacity building for
good governance and
for decentralized atoll
development

•

MWASS and MPND,
atoll administrations,
Ministry of
Education, Ministry
of Tourism and the
private sector

Critical Assumption

•

•
•

MWASS, Ministry of
Law, atoll
administrations,
Ministry of
Education, Ministry
of Tourism and the
private sector

•

MPND, MWASS and
atoll administrations

•

•
•

Government
recognizes the value
of adding more
female officers in
responsible positions
Competent women
available to fill in
managerial positions
Increasing role of
WDC possible and
has support of the
people

A comprehensive
review is undertaken
to assess the legal
status of women
Support of the clerics
Adequate experts for
legal aid services
available
NGOs interested in
participating in
national development

Objective/Activity Related to
Practical Needs of Women
Objective 1:
Increase voice and choice of women in
reproductive health and promote
responsive child-care practices
• Expansion of services (education and
access to contraceptives) for men
• Education of both parents for better
nutritional practices
• Further training of health workers
• Empowerment of women through
higher education

Objective 2:
Increase access of females to higher
education
• Ensure that the two regional
secondary schools operate as regional
(not as island/atoll) centers
• Ensure adequate and safe boarding
facilities for girls from outer islands
• Study underlying reasons for lower
achievement of girls
• Revise content methodologies and
structure of educational system to
ensure that they are balanced
• Construct boarding houses/hostels for
girls in each regional secondary
school, Malé and in selected atoll
education centers (AECs)
• Rigorously review safety/security
aspects of hostels.
• Train staff especially in safety/security
aspects of girls’ hostels
• Provide technical assistance for study
on low achievement of girls
• Provide technical assistance for
review of existing content,
methodology, structure of education
system (including review of policy
options for structural changes)
• Revise content and teaching
methodology of education system

Possible Link to ADB
Portfolio

•

Increased access to
higher education as
part of the loan for
tertiary education

Responsibility for
Action

•

Ministry of Health,
MWASS and
Ministry of
Education

Critical Assumption

•
•

•

•

•

Technical assistance
and consequently the
loan for PostSecondary Education
Development (Phase
II)
TA for tertiary
education in outer
atolls

•

Ministry of
Education, MWASS,
Ministry of Finance
and Treasury,
MPND, MOH and
atoll administrations

Proactive action by
MOH
Men willing to
participate more
actively in family
planning and
parenting
Access to higher
education for women
increases
substantially

Objective/Activity Related to
Practical Needs of Women
Objective 3
Promote market-responsive vocational
training
• Initiate dialogue with the private
sector to examine and promote its
participation in development
• Establish vocational training
opportunities in outer islands
• Initiate discussions on possibility of
changing the way tourism is organized
• Support entrepreneurial programs for
women linked to the tourism industry
and rainwater harvesting on the island
• Research on more scientific methods
for preparation of Maldivian fish to
meet expanding tourism and export
market.
Objective 4:
Increase employment opportunities,
especially in tourism, the garments
industry and information technology
• Institute special economic incentives
(for example, acceptable salary scales)
for women to join the workforce
• Assess traditional values/preceptions/
practices that may interfere with
optimal participation of women in the
labor force
• Investigate economic and sociocultural obstacles to women’s
employment
• Institute minimum wage
• Provide safe, gender sensitized
working conditions and environment
• Create awareness among students and
youth on employment opportunities
• Implement gender sensitization
awareness programs in schools for
youth

Possible Link to ADB
Portfolio

•

Tertiary education in
outer atolls.

Responsibility for
Action

•

MPND, Ministry of
Tourism, support of
MWASS

Critical Assumption

•

•

•
•

•

Regional
Development Project
Technical assistance
and subsequently the
loan for Second
Regional
Development Project,
Science and
Technology Master
Plan, Analysis of
Social Security
System, PostSecondary Education
Development (Phase
II)
Tertiary education in
outer atolls

•

MWASS, Ministry of
Education, Ministry
of Tourism and the
private sector

•

•
•

Private sector willing
to participate in
vocational education
programs
Government
committed to
changing operating
practices of tourism
industry

Industry willing to
participate in
increasing
opportunities for
women
Vocational training
opportunities
expanded
Women willing to
change work ethics as
per demands of
modern industrial
norms

Objective/Activity Related to
Practical Needs of Women
•
•
•

Possible Link to ADB
Portfolio

Responsibility for
Action

Critical Assumption

Establish family care centers, hostels
for working women, job centers and
family accommodation on site.
Establish educational facilities and
improve women’s access to vocational
and apprenticeship training
Improve access to support for
developing small and cottage
industries to cater to the tourism sector
and for processing the Maldivian dried
fish

Other Opportunities for ADB
Assistance
•

•
•

Prepare case studies of the four atolls
showing marked differences in
contraceptive prevalence rate and
document lessons for use in
formulating health and family
education programs
Raise public awareness for support to
activities on gender sensitization
Undertake comprehensive study of the
trends in labor force participation of
women in the fisheries sector (both
home-based and large-scale
production) and women in senior
decision-making positions

•

ADB provides
special technical
assistance to support
gender strategy

Maldives
Malé capital
Haa Alif
Haa Dhaal
Shaviyani
Noonu
Raa
Baa
Lhaviyani
Kaafu
Alif Uthuru Buri
Alif Dhekunu Buri
Vaavu
Meemu
Faafu
Dhaal
Thaa
Laamu
Gaaf Alif
Gaaf Dhaal
Gnaviyani
Seenu

253,054
64,401
14,235
16,911
11,287
10,715
14,692
8,857
8,783
8,245
5,154
7,263
1,692
4,993
3,658
4,995
9,482
11,078
8,219
11,765
717
18,712

Population
Size
202
2
16
17
15
13
15
13
5
9
8
10
5
9
5
8
13
12
10
10
1
6

Number of
Inhabited
Islands

% of Population
% of Population
with Access to
% of Islands
with Less Than
Electricity of at
Without Jetty
US$1.28 per
most 6 hours per
Person per day
day
43
20
20
0
34
62
7
50
25
21
56
44
9
66
45
10
51
24
17
75
43
39
82
0
8
25
0
0
32
0
12
47
18
51
65
26
0
76
44
0
73
20
0
48
0
16
67
58
0
47
55
0
31
48
0
49
41
47
49
0
0
36
0
n.a
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% of Islands
Without
Education
System Beyond
Grade VII
41
0
62
47
82
60
78
58
13
72
100
76
100
87
67
60
66
63
49
55
0
17

40
0
64
61
96
90
55
58
17
68
64
44
42
87
52
78
78
50
74
48
0
0

4
0
21
2
0
19
0
11
0
0
31
8
9
28
8
0
3
0
6
0
0
0

% of Islands
without
Midwife

Source: Maldives Vulnerability and Poverty Assessment Survey, 1997-1998.

Maldives
Malé capital
Haa Alif
Haa Dhaal
Shaviyani
Noonu
Raa
Baa
Lhaviyani
Kaafu
Alif Uthuru Buri
Alif Dhekunu Buri
Vaavu
Meemu
Faafu
Dhaal
Thaa
Laamu
Gaaf Alif
Gaaf Dhaal
Gnaviyani
Seenu

% of Islands
without Health
Center,
Hospital or
Private Clinic

% of
Population
Having
Insufficient
Access to
Drinking
Water
18
0
6
7
21
13
21
23
35
19
24
43
47
43
22
39
39
28
14
26
46
28
14
16
12
12
8
9
11
16
11
7
8
13
10
12
17
14
11
14
17
19
13
19

% of
Population
Living with
More than 4
Persons per
Room
16
1
31
27
31
5
35
9
2
3
21
9
1
29
52
13
36
34
15
29
15
15

% of
Population
Without
Access to
Toilet

75
100
68
80
46
78
60
36
75
62
66
71
100
69
68
78
60
48
100
28

% of
Population
Without
Access to
Wood

45
30
54
61
61
55
62
45
40
31
35
34
20
41
56
60
32
43
58
53
47
33

% of Under-5
Children
Undernourishe
d (weight-forage)
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Ministry of Finance and Treasury
Mr. Adam Maniku, Deputy Minister
Mr. Mohamed Shahir, Officer, World Bank/ADB Desk

Ministry of Health
Mr. Ahmed Affal
Mr. Ahmed Salim
Ms. Aminath Rasheeda
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Mr. Ibrahim Saheen
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Director General, Department of Public Health
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Name
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Designation
Director
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